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 Abstract 
 
This thesis investigates the origins of contemporary fictional constructions of 
childhood by examining the extent to which current literary representations of 
children and childhood have departed from their Victorian origins.  I set out to test my 
intuition that many contemporary young adult novels perpetuate Victorian ideals and 
values in their constructions of childhood, despite the overt circumstantial modernity 
of the childhoods they represent. The question this thesis hopes to answer therefore is, 
how Victorian is contemporary young adult fiction? 
 
To gauge the degree of change that has taken place since the Victorian period, 
differences and points of continuity between representations of nineteenth century 
childhood and twentieth century childhood will be sought and examined in texts from 
both eras. The five aspects of fictional representation that I focus on are: notions of 
innocence; sexuality; the child as saviour; the use of discipline and punishment to 
create the ideal child; and the depiction of childhood and adulthood as separate 
worlds. 
 
The primary theoretical framework used derives from Michel Foucault’s concepts of 
the construction of subjectivity through discourse, discipline and punishment, and his 
treatment of repression and power, drawn mainly from The History of Sexuality vol. 1 
(1976) and Discipline and Punish; the Birth of the Prison (1977). I have chosen to use 
Foucault primarily because of the affinity between his work on the social construction 
of knowledge and the argument that childhood is a constructed rather than essential 
category; and because Foucault’s work on Victorian sexuality exposes links with 
current thinking rather than perpetuating assumptions about sexual repression in this 
period. 
Deleted:  
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Introduction 
 
Childhood as a Product of Discourse 
In 1962, in Centuries of Childhood, Philippe Ariès claimed that Western childhood as 
it is recognised today was unknown prior to the fifteenth century. Isabelle Jan, writing 
one year after Ariès, supported his view by making a distinction between the reality 
of the child and the conceptual context in which it is placed; that is, childhood. There 
have, of course, always been children; it is the concept of childhood that Jan identifies 
and which she claims Jean-Jacques Rousseau revolutionises in his work Emile: 
 
In medieval Europe, as in the classical world, there were children – 
or at least little men and women who were hardly more childish 
than their elders and already conditioned by the obligations of their 
class – but was there such a concept as childhood? Not at any rate 
as we now think of it, so that when Rousseau exclaimed ‘childhood 
is unknown’ it was the beginning of a new era … Note that 
Rousseau did not say ‘children’ but ‘childhood’: everybody knew 
about children – they were the little peasants, serfs, lords and ladies 
– only childhood was an unknown concept. (Jan 1973, p. 18, 
quoting from Rousseau’s preface to Emile, 1762)  
 
Ariès’s assertion that prior to the fifteenth century childhood and adolescence as 
distinct categories did not exist and his belief that children were not valued or loved 
in this period have been widely argued and frequently refuted. Ample evidence has 
been uncovered to demonstrate that medieval society acknowledged the vulnerability 
of children, their need for care and nurturing, and the particularity of age groups in 
the period from infancy to adolescence. Yvonne Truscott (1998), in her discussion of 
Chaucer’s acknowledgment of childhood, summarises a range of studies that have 
investigated medieval childhoods. One of these studies, that by James A. Schultz 
(1995), finds in an examination of representations of children in Middle High German 
texts, that in secular texts from this period children are not simply miniature adults. 
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Rather childhood is viewed as a state separate from and subordinate to adulthood, and 
bounded by specific processes of initiation. Elizabeth Sears (1986) goes further and 
identifies a recognisable period of childhood in all of the major chronological 
schemas of the human lifespan developed from Greek antiquity to the fifteenth 
century.  
 
The post-Ariès research generally agrees that the period prior to adulthood has been 
acknowledged as a separate phase of life through recorded European history. Ariès’s 
definition of childhood as a socially and culturally constructed concept has, however, 
been accepted; this means that what constitutes the idea of childhood will vary across 
time and from place to place and will be arbitrarily formed on the basis of various 
discourses circulating in society at any time, rather than being based on biologically-
essential characteristics of the young. According to this argument, medieval 
childhood certainly existed as a material condition, but may have been conceptualised 
in quite different ways to contemporary childhood. Accepting the constructionist 
stance means that the terms ‘childhood’ and ‘child’ are no longer stable signifiers 
with a single, unchanging referent. Mitzi Myers, in a discussion of late eighteenth 
century children’s fiction, acknowledges this mutability of the terms when she says 
the ‘romantic lens we habitually look through is a culturally conditioned ideology, a 
tissue of assumptions, preferences, and perspectives, and not a transhistorical, 
universal body of truth about childhood’ (1992, p. 135). James Kincaid, commenting 
on the eroticisation of the child in Victorian culture, makes an even broader statement 
about the concept ‘child’ and its instability: ‘the child is the perceptual frame we have 
available to us for fitting in just about anything we choose or nothing’ (1992, p. 62). 
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Children’s Literature as Discourse 
Critical theorist Michel Foucault uses the term discourse in various ways; one of these 
is to denote ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’ 
(1972, p. 49). As products of discourse, childhood and the concept of the child are 
formed through ‘ideas, opinions, concepts, ways of thinking and [ways] of behaving’ 
within a particular context (Mills 1997, p. 17). The framework of discourses that 
delimit childhood marks the boundaries within which recognisable modes of 
childhood and ways of being a child are formulated. 
 
The representations of childhood and children within fictional texts are constructs 
produced by discourse, in the same sense as a lived childhood is; authors construct 
recognisable childhoods from a palette less limited than that on offer to the living 
subject but a palette bounded by discourse nevertheless. In its turn, children’s 
literature fits the description of discourse given by Sara Mills. According to Mills the 
Foucaultian use of the term can be defined as a group of statements, regulated in some 
way: 
…a discourse is not a disembodied collection of statements, but 
groupings of utterances or sentences, statements which are enacted 
within a social context, which are determined by that social context 
and which contribute to the way that social context continues its 
existence. Institutions and social context therefore play an important 
determining role in the development, maintenance and circulation 
of discourses. (Mills 1997, p. 11) 
 
Children’s literature is created within and is dependent upon its social context and has 
its own institutions, such as the Children’s Book Council, and its own canon of 
classics against which new titles are compared. Peter Hollindale, in an effort to define 
children’s literature, recognises that it functions as discourse but uses terminology 
different from that used by Foucault and Mills. Hollindale identifies some of the other 
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generative forces of the discourse of childhood as ‘adults, schools, peer-groups, and 
recreational media’ (1997, p. 14). Hollindale distinguishes between these examples of 
social experience and the impact of creative phenomena, such as literature, on 
subjectivity: 
Is your life as a child affected by what you imagine a child to be? Is 
the business of being a child in truth a creative one? I have 
suggested already that adult writers construct childhood when they 
write for and about children...It is a small step from that to 
suggesting that children also construct childness as they go along, 
and that they do so from fictions of various kinds, not merely from 
social experience. (1997, p. 14)  
 
Real children use representations of fictional children to provide options for their own 
multitudinous and mutating constructions of selfhood. To Hollindale, it is important 
to offer child reader’s examples of childhood from outside the boundaries of their 
own lives. The primary importance of the variety of images that feed children’s 
imaginations resides not only in their function to develop the ‘adult in the making’, 
but also in their ability to enrich the here and now, immediate experience of being a 
child (Hollindale 1997, p. 16). 
 
Valerie Walkerdine, in her research on the way in which popular culture (in this case 
the video Annie) influences the construction of subjectivity, demonstrates how the 
child viewer’s life intersects at particular points with the lives depicted on screen. 
Like Hollindale, Walkerdine sees children using alternative images of childhood in a 
positive way. The impact of the viewing relies on recognition by the viewing children 
of parallels between the film and their own lives; this is shown to allow some 
exploration of problems experienced by these children. Walkerdine’s subjects drew 
comfort from the images of Annie’s success, both emotional and material. These little 
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girls borrow from popular culture to defend themselves against pain experienced in 
their own lives. 
 
Hollindale does not acknowledge the limitations inherent in the child’s use of adult 
imagery, Walkerdine, however, does. Walkerdine also looks at the eroticisation of 
young girls through the adoption of sexual imagery gleaned from popular culture. 
While this can be empowering for girls, Walkerdine identifies the circumscribed 
nature of the range of images from which they make their choices. This imagery is 
heavily influenced by the ‘emotions, fantasies [and] defences’ of adults, in particular 
men (Walkerdine 1997, p. 171). 
 
The focus of Hollindale’s and Walkerdine’s work is not discourse itself but the effects 
that discourse has on the subject. As McHoul and Grace note, ‘Foucault’s conception 
of discourse is indispensable for an understanding of the role of ‘power’ in the 
production of knowledge – including, importantly, self-knowledge’: how and what 
children and young adults believe about themselves is an end product of the operation 
of power (1993, p. 57). Power is enacted in the production of knowledge; knowledge 
being formed when a distinction is made between true and false statements within a 
discourse; those that are considered true become knowledge. Not all individuals are 
privileged with the right to make true statements; this authority only rests with the 
dominant institutions of the discourse and their representatives. Within discourses that 
impact on childhood, a body of knowledge is formed about what are and what are not 
possible or acceptable child behaviours. 
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As Walkerdine points out, the range of images from which children may gain self-
knowledge is circumscribed; children are only able to choose from images generated 
by adult-dominated institutions. The constructions of children created by adult 
authors are shaped by the accepted knowledge dispersed through discourse. Readers 
of children’s fiction and young adult fiction are offered language and concepts 
derived from adult interpretations of discoursal knowledge, which the young then use 
to understand, explain and analyse their own behaviours and feelings. Self-knowledge 
gained from reading or viewing will be an adaptation of adult ideas about the interior 
life of the young. 
 
Ultimately children and young adults are being fed adult ideas about what a child or 
teenager should or shouldn’t be. John Stephens, in particular, has examined the role 
played by children’s texts as agents of socialisation. Stephens sees children’s 
literature as having a ‘common impulse to intervene in the lives of children’ (1992, p. 
8). Texts effect this through overt and covert ideology that promotes specific 
attributes and excludes or criticises others. Readers are positioned by the text to 
approve a particular repertoire of behaviours, physical attributes and personal 
characteristics as representative of the ideal child. As Stephens notes, however, child 
readers can be estranged from child characters and reject the intended positioning 
when a text uses distancing strategies to encourage active reading or through the 
reader’s own resistance. 
 
As discourse children’s literature operates through a canon of approved works to 
which all subsequently produced works are compared and which acts as a governing 
institution shaping the discourse. Adults create the children’s literature canon. That is, 
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reviewers, writers, publishers, and those who buy the books, usually parents or 
librarians. Hollindale sees the options and possible ways of being, offered to children 
through fiction, as a positive process in which an empowered reader explores options 
and exercises a degree of active choice. John Stahl on the other hand, commenting on 
nineteenth century children’s fiction, believes it was used deliberately to ‘suppress 
what we today tend to think of as the child’s natural urges’ (Stahl 1992, p. 15). John 
Stephens and Robyn McCallum also see the canon of children’s literature functioning 
as an institution in the Foucaultian sense in that it generates cultural values. The child 
may have the freedom to make choices from within the texts offered, as Hollindale, 
Stephens and Walkerdine suggest, but the body of works available for selection will 
be restricted by their function, which is to ‘construct, preserve and perpetuate 
particular forms of cultural knowledge’ (Stephens 1998, p. 21). 
 
In Stahl’s model, the reading subject, constructed through representations of the child 
in fiction, is accepting the rules of a repressive discourse. The discourse of childhood 
as expressed in any specific text can be repressive through the exclusion of certain 
roles or behavioural options. The power these exclusions have is magnified when the 
body of texts that make up the canon of children’s literature is taken as a whole. The 
reader may accept or resist the manipulative force of the text, and indeed what is 
repressed in the text can frequently be made visible by the negative shape of its 
exclusion, giving repressive texts a power to create subjectivity in ways contradictory 
to their intent. In children’s fiction and young adult fiction it is the young characters 
with which the reader identifies who will carry the most powerful discursive impact. 
How these characters behave, how others react to them, how they are punished and 
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rewarded, and how they are viewed through narration, will deliver a message to the 
reader about what children and adolescents should and shouldn’t be. 
 
Foucault sees child behaviour as impacted by discourse, and therefore, like other 
socially constructed phenomena it is subject to change. Foucault specifically 
addresses the impact that educational and medical discourses had on shaping 
children’s sexuality in the Victorian period (1976). He describes how the effort to 
eradicate masturbation in male children actually had the opposite effect and provided 
one of the forms within which children’s sexuality could appear (1976). In this sense 
discourse is productive, and as discourses change, the forms of subjectivity that they 
produce will also change. 
 
In his study The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) Foucault identified the ‘episteme’ 
as the ‘‘ground of thought’ on which at a particular time some statements - and not 
others – will count as knowledge’ (MacDonell 1986, p. 87). Sara Mills defines the 
episteme as the ‘sum total of the discursive structures which come about as a result of 
the interaction of the range of discourses circulating and authorised at that particular 
time’ (1997, p. 57). Ways of organising knowledge and information have changed 
over time according to epistemic shifts. In nineteenth century Western society for 
example, events and individuals were frequently considered in relation to a divine 
order (Mills 1997, p. 58). In this context Victorian children could be thought of as 
born in sin by the Evangelicals, or by the Romantics as pure innocent beings, closer to 
God than the corrupted adult. In the Victorian period ideas concerning the spiritual 
nature of children were common and formed a significant part of the discourse of 
childhood. In contemporary thought the relationship between children and Christian 
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religious doctrine is rarely discussed openly and does not form an overtly significant 
part of the contemporary construction of the child, although this association is deeply 
embedded in the continuing romantic notion of childhood.  
 
Foucault suggests that there are ‘epistemic breaks’ or certain moments in a culture 
when there is a discontinuity in the development of discursive structure. Freudian 
theories of subject development fundamentally changed the significance of childhood 
and the dissemination of Freud’s theories constitutes one such epistemic break. 
Psychoanalytic ideas are an internalised and integral part of the way Western society 
currently understands the individual. Twentieth century childhood is far more readily 
described and understood in psychoanalytic terms (however inaccurately used) than in 
religious terms. What is considered self-evident or ‘the truth’ in one era may later, 
following an epistemic break, come to be regarded as totally misguided or false. For 
example, in terms of ideas about childhood the Australian legal system has embedded 
in it the notion that children are incapable of committing premeditated violent crime. 
In recent years, with a perceived increase in crimes by children, such as the murder of 
James Bulger in 1993 by two ten year old boys, the possibility that young children 
may not be innocent and incapable of evil has entered the public consciousness and is 
now part of the discourse surrounding childhood. The following extract by Harry 
Hendrick is written from a sociological perspective but sums up many of the 
underlying causes of epistemic breaks in the past two centuries that have impacted on 
ideas about childhood: 
 
…the numerous perceptions of childhood, which have been 
produced over the last two hundred years or so, can only be fully 
comprehended within the context of how different generations and 
social classes have responded to the social, economic, religious and 
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political challenges of their respective eras. Throughout the 
nineteenth century, for example, the influences of Romanticism and 
Evangelicalism, the social and economic impact of the industrial 
revolution, and the combined effects of urban growth, class politics, 
the ‘rediscovery’ of poverty, imperialism and the ‘revolution’ in the 
social sciences, all made necessary new understandings and new 
practices. As these changes were involved with the building of an 
industrial state and, later on, a liberal industrial democracy, no part 
of the societal fabric was left unattended, or unreconstructed… 
family relationships, concepts of health, welfare and education, and 
the value of children as investments for the future. Similarly, 
twentieth-century influences, such as popular democracy, world 
wars, psycho-analysis and the ‘Welfare State’, have profoundly 
altered the ways in which ‘childhood’ has been ‘put together’. 
(1997, p. 35) 
 
Hendrick provides ample examples of social changes that have triggered epistemic 
breaks. Following Foucault’s theoretical pathway, constructed subjectivities, built 
through discourse that is based on arbitrary and variable ‘knowledge’ according to 
prevailing epistemes, will inevitably change in their construction as epistemic breaks 
cause major shifts in discourse. Hendrick is discussing the impact of social change on 
the concept of childhood generally, but as a product of discourse, children’s and 
young adult’s literature would also be expected to reflect such change in the way it 
represents childhood and adolescence.  
 
Purpose of Investigation 
In his discussion of the ‘Repressive Hypothesis’ (1976) Foucault rejects the 
widespread concept that the Victorians were fundamentally different to modern 
Westerners in their sexual and moral beliefs and practices. Foucault rejects the 
popular image of the sexually repressed, prudish Victorian, and the obedient, strictly 
disciplined, sexless Victorian child. James Kincaid (1992) continues Foucault’s line 
of enquiry; both commentators explore how power produced, rather than inhibited, 
sexuality in the Victorian period. Foucault and Kincaid both argue that the Victorians 
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have been misread and that what has been seen as sexual repression actually masked 
an explosion in discourse about sex. Foucault states that twentieth century sexual 
liberation, while it ‘gives itself airs of a rupture with the past’ (1976, p. 10), is in fact 
a continuation of Victorian belief, not a radical break from it.  
 
Don Richard Cox supports this when he says in the preface to Sexuality and Victorian 
Literature  that ‘the Victorian period still holds an attraction for us, because it is in the 
nineteenth century that we find the true origin of our twentieth-century world and 
sensibilities’ (1984, p. vii). Cox, Kincaid and Foucault all identify modern 
conceptions of childhood as originating in the Victorian period. Other commentators 
through the twentieth century have proposed that ideas of childhood, based on 
Victorian ideals and values, are being eroded or have in fact disappeared altogether 
(Jenks 1996, Postman 1983). Beverley Pennell and Andrew Calcutt also see major 
changes occurring to familiar conceptualisations of childhood because of a blurring or 
removal of the boundaries between childhood and adulthood (Pennell 2003, Calcutt 
1998). The events that triggered epistemic change as listed by Hendrick reinforce the 
expectation that modern constructions of childhood will differ significantly from their 
Victorian progenitors. This thesis follows these lines of inquiry into the origins of 
contemporary constructions of childhood and adolescence, by asking how far current 
literary representations of children and childhood have departed from their Victorian 
origins. This inquiry sets out to test my intuition that many recent young adult novels 
still retain strong vestiges of Victorian ideals and values in their constructions of 
childhood, despite their overt circumstantial modernity. The question this thesis hopes 
to answer therefore is: how Victorian is late twentieth century young adult fiction? 
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To gauge the degree of change that has taken place since the Victorian period, 
alterations and points of continuity between the nineteenth century fictional child and 
the twentieth century fictional child will be sought and examined in texts from both 
eras. Specific constructions of childhood will be identified in nineteenth century 
fiction and similar or contrasting characteristics looked for in twentieth century 
fiction. The primary theoretical framework used will be Michel Foucault’s ideas on 
the construction of subjectivity through discourse, discipline and punishment, and 
repression and power, drawn mainly from The History of Sexuality vol. 1 (1976) and 
Discipline and Punish; the Birth of the Prison (1977). I have chosen to use Foucault 
primarily because of the affinity between his work on the social construction of 
knowledge and the arguments, post Ariès, that childhood is a constructed rather than 
essential category. In addition Foucault’s work on Victorian sexuality exposes links 
with current thinking rather than perpetuating the belief in the sexual repression of 
this period. 
 
Text Selection and Definitions 
Fictional texts will be drawn from the periods 1830-1890 and 1990-2000, the earlier 
period being defined by A Companion to Victorian Literature and Culture (Tucker 
1999) as constituting the Victorian era. Texts selected from both periods are English 
language texts published in Australia, England and America. The modern material 
selected is all published as young adult fiction, generally deemed appropriate for an 
approximately twelve-to-seventeen-year-old readership. The older material, though 
not originally labelled ‘young adult’, consists of texts aimed at pre-adult readers. 
However some of these texts, such as Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World (1850), 
were read by predominantly female readers of all ages. Selected works are not 
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necessarily representative of other fiction from either century or from other countries; 
rather the intention is that chosen texts expose existing threads of continuity between 
the two eras; the only mandatory criteria being applied to selection are country of 
origin and time period. Whilst acknowledging the predominance of female authors in 
the selected Victorian texts it is not within the scope of this thesis to examine how 
authorial gender influences representations of childhood. 
 
The age range of fictional characters studied in this thesis is approximately 10-17 
years of age. In some novels age is not specified and in many a character’s maturation 
is followed in the story, from child to young adult. Where possible the focus is on 
characters in the middle of this range, roughly 12-15 years of age. The terms 
‘teenager’, ‘adolescent’ and ‘young adult’ are used synonymously and 
interchangeably in this thesis. Many critical and theoretical works do not make clear 
distinctions between children and adolescents; some refer to children when discussing 
fictional characters or individuals up to sixteen years of age. I will generally follow 
the terminology of those theorists or critics whose work I am discussing. Despite the 
fact that many of the characters in the works looked at are technically teenagers rather 
than children, they function within the texts as children through their positioning 
relative to adults. Individuals between thirteen and nineteen are defined as teenagers 
rather than children, yet in Australia, England and the United States voting is only 
legal at age eighteen; driving, drinking and male-female sex become legal in the three 
countries anywhere between the ages of fourteen and eighteen. Therefore many of the 
characters looked at are playing dual roles of adolescent and child, with adolescence 
functioning as a sub-set of childhood. 
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Structure 
The five chapters that follow focus on particular constructs of fictional children in 
both periods. Representations of the child as innocent are discussed in Chapter One, 
‘The Child and Innocence’. Conflict between the Evangelical and the Romantic 
constructions of Victorian children is explored. There is great variability in the 
depiction of innocence in both eras; however, one consistent thread from Victorian to 
the more modern fiction is the presentation of childhood innocence relative to adult 
corruption. The representation of children as experienced in twentieth century novels 
encourages readers to focus on the inadequacy of adults to protect the young. In 
Victorian novels representations of non-innocence or naughtiness are used to create 
moments of reconciliation between child and adult and to highlight conscience and 
remorse in child characters. In both periods innocence is shown as an essential and 
ineradicable characteristic of children and young adults. The representations 
discussed in the subsequent chapters are to some extent predicated on the idea of the 
innocent child; some of the discussions begun in the first chapter are therefore 
elaborated on in later chapters, particularly chapters Two and Four 
 
Chapter Two, ‘The Child and Sexuality’, deals with representations of sexuality. 
Children and adolescents are not represented as overtly sexual in Victorian young 
adult fiction as they are in recent texts. Nevertheless, the Victorian characters looked 
at are frequently represented in a sensual and eroticised way that is noticeably lacking 
in depictions of sexuality from the 1990s. While the idea of childhood as a cultural 
construct has grown, the use of biological markers to signal its boundary has 
diminished; because of this, initiation into sex is no longer represented definitively as 
a fall from innocence and entry into adulthood.  
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Chapter Three, ‘The Child as Saviour’, looks at how fictional children from both eras 
have been represented as saviours or redeemers. Victorian children deliver individual 
adults from personal crises, usually through providing an example of pious innocence; 
more recent children on the other hand, are represented as redeeming society from 
major catastrophe through secular means. Nevertheless, children of both eras are 
represented as possessing qualities, lost to adults, which make such deliverance 
possible. 
 
Chapter Four, ‘The Ideal Child’, examines how various methods of discipline and 
punishment have been used in the Victorian period to construct an idealised child and 
in 1990s fiction simply to construct a ‘normal’ child. The disciplinary methods used 
are frequently gender specific and include surveillance, examination and confession; 
while punishments include self-punishment and those imposed by others.  
 
Chapter Five, ‘Childhood as a Separate World’, looks at how fiction from both the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries represents childhood as separate to adulthood, and 
how this separateness is expressed in representations of child-adult relationships in 
both eras. Many young adult novels focus on the ‘rites of passage’ inherent in making 
the transition from child to adult. This becomes an almost impossible dynamic in 
many novels because of the depth of the gulf between child and adult characters. 
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Chapter One - The Child and Innocence 
 
James Kincaid argues that the ‘innocent child’ was concocted by Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and refined by William Wordsworth (1992, p. 72). Certainly Rousseau’s 
Emile (1762) was highly influential in promoting the idea that children are naturally 
innocent and only corrupted through contact with adults, a theme romanticised and 
sentimentalised by Wordsworth. Kincaid goes on to say that the dominance of the 
image of the innocent child in Victorian culture has been vastly overstated, and that in 
fact, representations of an innocent child are more common now than they were in the 
nineteenth century (1992, pp. 73-74). I do not agree with Kincaid that images of 
innocent children appear more frequently today than they did in the nineteenth 
century, at least not in fiction for adolescents. However, the ideal of childhood 
innocence and pictures of thwarted or corrupted innocence are very common in late 
twentieth century fiction, suggesting the association between childhood and 
innocence is as strong now as it was in the Victorian period. I do agree with Kincaid 
that there are ‘widespread contradictory images’ (1992, p. 74) in the portrayal of 
Victorian children and that these images are far from equally innocent.  
 
The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (1980) defines ‘innocent’ as ‘doing no evil; 
free from moral wrong, sin or guilt; pure, unpolluted; unacquainted with evil’. In the 
Victorian novels looked at in this chapter and elsewhere in this thesis, innocence is 
linked to, and supported by, other characteristics such as piety, obedience, lack of 
conscious sexuality, and affinity with nature. In this chapter I will look at how these 
attributes are used in fiction to indicate innocence in the Victorian period, and 
contrast this with the representations of lost innocence that occur in the fiction of the 
1990s. The Victorian texts on which I will focus are: Captain January (Richards, 
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1890), Elsie Dinsmore (Finley, 1867), Holiday House (Sinclair, 1839), and Jessica’s 
First Prayer (Stretton, 1867). 
 
The modern novels I will consider are: Dear Miffy (Marsden, 1997), Junk (Burgess, 
1996), Care Factor Zero (Clark, 1997), and The Amber Spyglass (Pullman, 2000). 
The first three of these recent novels show a distinct loosening of the association 
between innocence and piety, and a strengthening association of innocence with 
victim-hood, an increased focus on the child as prey and as a victim of adult abuse 
and societal neglect. This phenomenon supports Andrew Calcutt’s theory that since 
the 1960s adolescents have retreated from encroaching adulthood and the contestation 
it entails (1998, p. 93). This has occurred because society has ‘lost faith in its ability 
to make progress a reality’ and individuals suffer a sense of helplessness in affecting 
world events; the corollary of this ‘defeat of our adult sense of agency’ is a 
reinstatement of the core values of childhood, ‘innocence and authenticity’ (Calcutt 
1998, p. 91).  
 
Disenfranchised, disillusioned characters such as Larceny (Care Factor Zero), Tar 
(Junk) and Tony (Dear Miffy), who cannot and will not embrace the flawed and alien 
state of adulthood are condemned to be its victims. According to Calcutt’s argument, 
individuals feel powerless but instead of fighting these feelings of frustration they 
retreat from them to the state of childhood where powerlessness is acceptable and 
praised as innocence. However, this retreat from knowledge and power has also led to 
the valorisation of the status of the victim – one can be either the aggressor or the 
victim, abuser or abused, and if adolescents are routinely refusing to grow up and 
engage in a changing society, then they will fall into the role of being its victims. 
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Larceny, Tar and Tony are depicted as victims of an evil adult society, a society that 
is guilty of robbing children of their innocence. In these novels innocence may be lost 
but it is no less valued than in Victorian novels. 
 
Innocence and Victorian Romanticism 
During the 1800s in Britain and America two seemingly opposite views of childhood 
co-existed. The popularity and influence of Evangelicalism kept alive the belief that 
all humankind is born in sin and must undergo a radical change of heart involving 
strenuous efforts to emulate as closely as possible the life and behaviour of Christ 
(Bradley, 1976). The newborn baby was as complicit in Adam’s sin as anyone else 
according to the Evangelicals. Undermining this were the impact of the Romantic 
poets and the influence of Rousseau’s theories expounded in Emile (1762). Emile 
promoted the idea that the child flourished when kept separate from the worldly and 
debauched milieu of adults. The child, unconstrained by misguided notions and rules, 
would thrive and grow up fit, honest and hardworking, free from perversion, self-
consciousness and greed. The raw material of the child in its pristine state, pre-adult 
contamination, was without vice. Rousseau believed that an adult could best facilitate 
the child’s growth to maturity through following his (Rousseau’s) prescriptions to 
raise the child as far from civilisation as possible, and in tune with the natural world. 
The child, raised correctly, would then have the inner resources to deal with society 
when finally the time came for the child to take its own place. Rousseau banished the 
notion that children are contaminated by original sin, and instead established the idea 
of ‘original innocence’ (Fiedler 1960, p. 254), identifying ‘society, and not Adam’s 
fall, [as] the source of corruption’ (Nelson 1991, p. 11). 
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The Romantic ideal developed Rousseau’s ideas and valorised the figure of a good, 
pure, innocent child closely attuned to and allied with nature, qualities lost as the 
child matures. William Wordsworth is frequently cited as the leading literary 
proponent of Romanticism: ‘Wordsworth remains the touchstone and origin figure in 
discussion of the Romantic child’ (Plotz, 2001, p. 45); Barbara Garlitz claims that 
Wordsworth’s ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’ had ‘as powerful influence on 
nineteenth-century ideas of childhood as Freud has had on present-day ones’ (1966, 
pp. 639-649). Many of Wordsworth’s poems link the qualities of innocence and 
naturalness with the child. His poems in the category ‘Referring to the Period of 
Childhood’ (with the exception of ‘Alice Fell’) show children in a positive and 
appreciative relationship with nature1. Wordsworth compares the actions of a child of 
three years old to a ‘tripping fawn’s forth-startled from the fern where she lay 
couched’ (‘Characteristics of a Child of Three Years Old’). Again in ‘Lucy Gray’ the 
child is presented as a feature in a natural landscape: ‘the sweetest thing that ever 
grew beside a human door’ and catching a sight of her on the moor is likened to 
spotting a ‘shy fawn’ or a ‘hare’. The overwhelming impression the poems in this 
group give is that of happy, healthy children romping and playing in nature with a 
heightened ability to appreciate its beauty.  
 
Wordsworth’s short untitled poem beginning ‘My heart leaps…’ credits the child with 
‘natural piety’. In ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality From Recollections of Early 
Childhood’, his great poem about infancy and childhood, the young boy is called 
‘nature’s priest’. Both refer to the child’s sensitivity to nature and the child’s ability to 
be emotionally moved by the beauty of natural objects and phenomena. In the first 
                                                          
1 All Wordsworth poems quoted from the 1889 edition cited in the bibliography 
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mentioned poem Wordsworth hopes that he will retain that love of the natural world 
until he is old, and that if he should not, then ‘let me die!’. Yet sadly in the ‘Ode’ 
Wordsworth reflects on his own maturation and mourns the passing of his childish 
affinity with nature:  
There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream, 
The earth, and every common sight,  
To me did seem 
Apparelled in celestial light, (lines 1-4) 
 
But this light does not illuminate our adult lives:  
At length the man perceives it die away,  
And fade into the light of common day. (lines 76 –77) 
 
Wordsworth describes the soul of the newborn infant:  
The soul that rises with us, our life’s star,  
Hath had elsewhere its setting,  
And cometh from afar :  
Not in entire forgetfulness,  
And not in utter nakedness,  
But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
From God, who is our home : (lines 60-66) 
 
The infant soul is spotless, innocent and glorious but this state does not last:  
Shades of the prison-house begin to close 
Upon the growing boy, (lines 68-69) 
 
And by manhood: 
 
Full soon thy soul shall have her earthly freight, 
And custom lie upon thee with a weight, 
Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life! (lines 127-129) 
 
Equivalent Romantic forces were at work in American fiction for the young. Anne 
Scott MacLeod notes that as ‘romantic attitudes penetrate the literature’ in the late 
Victorian period the status of the child rose significantly, elevating children to a status 
morally superior to adults (1994, p. 24). Using the examples of Thomas Bailey 
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Aldrich’s Story of a Bad Boy (1870) and Mark Twain’s Adventures of Tom Sawyer 
(1875) MacLeod describes how childhood was set ‘apart from the rest of human life’ 
and glorified (1994, p. 75). American society prior to the civil war in 1860 was as 
excited by Evangelical religion as was its British counterpart (MacLeod, 1994, p. 88). 
This influence is strongly demonstrated in the Elsie Dinsmore series and the novels of 
Susan Warner. Elsie, and Warner’s characters such as Ellen (The Wide, Wide World 
1850), Fleda (Queechy, 1852) and Daisy (Melbourne House 1864 and Daisy in the 
Field 1868) all battle character flaws and pray to become better people, yet at the 
same time it is made obvious to the reader that these girls are paragons of innocent 
virtue. This confusion and contradiction in these characters comes from the meeting 
of Evangelical beliefs, which support the idea of infant depravity, with the romantic 
ideal, what MacLeod calls a more ‘benign’ view of child nature that dominated by 
1830 (1994, p. 94). 
 
The fundamental split between the beliefs of the Evangelical Christians and the 
Romantics is in their attitudes to sin and innocence. To the Romantics such as 
Wordsworth, the newborn child is innocent and at one with the natural world, to the 
Evangelicals this newborn child is steeped in sin. Despite this seeming polarity there 
is a great deal of cross pollination between the two viewpoints: the passion, emotion, 
and strength of conviction valued by the Evangelicals exist happily next to the more 
Romantic spontaneity and undisciplined naturalism of a character such as Star Bright 
(Richards, Captain January 1890). Jacqueline Banerjee actually sees the two 
influences supporting each other, particularly in the literary use of death in childhood 
whereby the ‘Romantic ideal of the innocent child, and the Evangelical ideal of the 
saved child as a spiritual guide’ reinforce one another (1996, p. 83).  
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It is extremely difficult to unravel the threads of influence and identify which 
discourse is motivating the production of any particular novel. Even in novels that 
heartily espouse Evangelical values such as Elsie Dinsmore (Finley, 1867) and The 
Wide, Wide, World (Warner, 1850), with their emphasis on duty, flawed characters, 
individual striving, suffering and emotional religious response, the protagonists are 
clearly also meant to be read as innocent. In fact their self-criticism and the 
punishment they receive for their so-called sins only serve to emphasise Elsie’s and 
Ellen’s goodness. Their ability to detect their own failings and the possession of 
consciences so finely tuned that no personal wrongdoing can be tolerated provides 
further evidence of their goodness. Despite the strength of the Evangelical message in 
these novels, none represent young girls as truly sinful; instead they appear to reflect 
the attitude to young girls that Morton Cohen attributes to Lewis Carroll: ‘the female 
child, was a sprite living an idyllic existence. She had recently come from God and 
she still possessed a modicum of divine knowledge’ (Cohen 1984, p. 12). 
 
The contradiction between the Romantic and the Evangelical constructs of childhood 
is never clearer than in the Elsie Dinsmore series. These novels are thoroughly 
steeped in the values of Evangelicalism; Elsie is priggish and pious, always striving to 
be good, suffering patiently under her father’s rigid discipline. The focus of the 
punishments Horace Dinsmore inflicts is to induce obedience, confession and duty. 
Yet compared to earlier work such as The History of the Fairchild Family (Sherwood, 
1818), there is definitely a Romantic and sentimental element that dominates in the 
Elsie series. The innocent, pure and pious child is transcendent; Elsie’s soul is in no 
danger, she is already good enough and is the one who teaches others how to be good. 
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This alone represents a distinct change from The Fairchild Family in which the 
parents are primarily responsible for the moral teaching and religious leadership. 
 
By 1867 when the Elsie series was begun, the ideas of the child as redeemer and the 
exemplar of moral goodness were thoroughly intertwined with the notion of the child 
born in sin and striving for a new heart in Jesus. Elsie’s goodness and innocence are 
related to her childhood as her father’s domineering pride is related to his adulthood. 
The association of innocence and childhood are tightly bound in this and other mid-
Victorian novels. Evangelical requirements for the child to be a sinner are 
overwhelmed by representations of innocence, and the casting of the child character 
as teacher and moral leader begin to replace the figure of the adult in this role. 
 
Holiday House, published two years after Queen Victoria’s ascension to the throne 
(1839), and approximately thirty years earlier than the first Elsie Dinsmore novel, 
seems at first reading to have avoided the influence of the Evangelically pious and 
saintly child. The ideas, promoted by the Evangelicals, that children should be seen 
and not heard, and that there were certain duties, proprieties and manners appropriate 
to the behaviour of children seem to be cheerfully abandoned in this novel. Laura and 
Harry, the focus of the story, are extraordinarily disobedient, irreligious, and 
disrespectful children. Left to their own devices they wreak havoc on their 
surroundings with what becomes monotonous and predictable regularity. The 
Evangelical Movement had begun in the 1700s and by 1839 was in full force, yet in 
many ways it would appear that author Catherine Sinclair’s wild and unfettered 
children of Holiday House owe more to Rousseau. However, as the story progresses 
and elder brother Frank plays a larger role, Sinclair shows her true colours. Frank, 
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unlike Laura and Harry, is always a shining example of a Victorian ‘goody-goody’: 
religious, obedient, and studious. Frank dies a most affecting death after being injured 
in his naval duties. This tragedy reforms the characters of Laura and Harry. From 
heedless, harum-scarum figures they become serious, respectful, reflective and pious. 
As he dies Frank acknowledges that death is the ‘appointed penalty for transgression’ 
(p. 340)2, not that the reader has seen any evidence of transgression in his behaviour. 
But at this point Sinclair reveals orthodox Evangelical beliefs, not dissimilar in their 
Puritanism from those expressed in The History of the Fairchild Family, when the 
narrator, focalising Frank’s dying thoughts, says ‘each living man has individually 
merited the utmost wrath of God, and that the last moment on earth, of even the most 
devoted Christian, must be darkened by the gloom of our original sin and natural 
corruption’ (p. 340).  
 
Star Bright, the orphaned protagonist of Captain January (Richards 1890), is a 
thorough child of nature with a violent temper yet excruciatingly angelic, dropped 
from ‘the hollow of [the Lord’s] hand’ (p. 45) onto Light Island. Just like the 
Wordsworthian child ‘trailing clouds of glory’, Star Bright comes straight from God. 
Star Bright does not have a stern, disciplinarian parent, nor does she experience trials 
and suffering. Instead she lives an idyllic life in a natural paradise under the loving 
and indulgent guardianship of Captain January. Star Bright is most definitely not 
represented as born in sin; she is born with an abundance of faith, obedience and the 
capacity to love her guardian passionately and unconditionally. A child after 
Rousseau’s ideal pattern, Star runs free, she is indulged and petted but not spoilt and 
has no need for rigid self control as she has little or no contact with worldly adult 
                                                          
2 Page numbers given in the text for quotes from novels relate to the editions used as listed in the 
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society. There are no hard won battles of self-control, no need to put duty first and 
pleasure or self-indulgence second. Star is an idealised, reified, glorious example of 
the free spirited, innocent child of nature. Natural piety is the only trace of religious 
zeal in the representation of Star, but it serves more to indicate her closeness to the 
god of the natural world than her obedience to a rigid doctrine. Washed up on isolated 
Fire Island and raised alone by the simple and uneducated Captain January, a man 
who trusts his instinct and prefers the company of the almost silent Bob Peet to 
society, Star Bright is an example of the child brought up according to Rousseau’s 
tenets. Yet she is far from the natural and frequently naughty Holiday House children. 
The representation of Star Bright is thoroughly imbued with the triteness of late 
Victorian sentimentality in which the child of nature has become a ‘code rather than a 
character’ (Fulweiler 1984, p. 237). 
 
The Victorian period is not one that applies a template of innocence to its youthful 
fictional characters, in which changes can be charted chronologically through the era. 
Romantic innocence was unproblematically, though somewhat incongruously, 
integrated into the picture of the Evangelical Christian child to create the affecting 
picture of good little children feeling guilty about a charming and naïve mistake that 
they imagine is a sin. This fictional child’s affinity with the natural world was 
represented as an affirmation of its piety. 
 
Innocence and the Twentieth Century Child 
Twentieth century representations of childish innocence are as varied as those in the 
Victorian period. The quality of innocence is not consistently present in Victorian 
                                                                                                                                                                      
bibliography, however dates in brackets after titles relate to the original publication date of the novel. 
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fictional children, nor is the twentieth century child consistently worldly or lacking in 
innocence. Child or teenage characters in twentieth century fiction are frequently 
depicted as knowing and experienced, yet this does not prevent authors from 
promoting the value of youthful innocence. There may not be many truly innocent 
children or teenagers in recent young adult fiction, but the ideal of the innocent child 
still holds great importance. MacLeod states in reference to twentieth century young 
adult fiction that ‘most literature for the young has assumed that innocence, 
particularly in the young, is desirable, and that its loss is a regrettable, if inevitable, 
part of the transition from childhood to adult life’ (1994, p. 194). It may be that the 
focus of young adult literature has moved from the state of innocence to the process 
of losing it, or to grieving its loss. This does not diminish the value placed on the 
quality of innocence in these novels. In fact, it is possible that the modern novels 
reflect an increased societal sensitivity to innocence. Jenny Kitzinger identifies a 
‘fetishistic glorification of the ‘innate innocence’ of childhood’ appearing in media 
responses to child sexual abuse (1997, p. 168). The 1990s novels looked at in this 
chapter no longer take innocence in childhood for granted. Rather it is shown as a 
delicate and fragile state, easily destroyed and precious because of its rarity.  
 
Novels that focus on the valorisation of youthful innocence through characters who 
have lost their innocence, frequently depict this loss occurring through the actions of 
corrupt adults or through the depredations of adult society generally. Where 
innocence is lost the reader is clearly positioned to interpret this loss as a regretable 
event resulting from adult mistreatment. A childhood or adolescence characterised by 
drugs, abuse, or crime such as is experienced by Tony (Dear Miffy), Larceny (Care 
Factor Zero) or Tar (Junk) is doubly tragic and affecting because of the loss that it 
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signifies. The corollary to the tragedy of lost innocence is the notion that childhood 
should be carefree, happy, innocent and healthy, not bowed down by the sordid, 
degraded and physically harmful. Tony, Larceny and Tar are not shown as 
intrinsically bad, only bad because of their contact with adults, therefore still able to 
be better and morally superior to adult characters. The depiction of youthful 
innocence as relative to adult infamy is a consistent thread through both eras. In both 
Victorian and more recent young adult fiction the young have the high moral ground, 
and set the standard for moral goodness; they are always closer to innocence than are 
adults.  
 
Chris Jenks suggests two images of childhood based on mythology: the Dionysian 
and the Apollonian, which are similar but not directly equivalent to Puritan and 
Romantic constructs. The Dionysian view assumes initial evil or corruption in the 
child, being roughly equivalent to the Puritan view of the child as born in sin. 
According to this image: ‘[c]hildren … enter the world as a willful material force; 
they are impish and harbour a potential evil’ (1995, p. 182). If the adult world allows 
children to stray from the correct path or if the children are exposed to bad influences 
this primal force will be mobilized and the children will deviate from the role allotted 
to them by their cultural context. The parent or adult is held responsible for the fall 
from innocence of the child. Although in Jenks’s view the potential for badness is 
innate to the child, the adult controls the potential of the child. Innocence is only 
temporary and its duration and extent depends upon the child’s guardians. 
John Marsden, in his novel Dear Miffy, clearly posits adult mistreatment of the young 
as providing a set of causative or mitigating circumstances for their misbehaviour or 
non-innocent behaviour. Tony, the novel’s protagonist and first person narrator, 
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conforms quite precisely to Jenks’s Dionysian child, destructive and aggressive, but 
only as a result of negative adult influences. No one would call Tony innocent yet the 
connection between his parents’ abandonment and his violent behaviour is explicit. 
His lack of childhood innocence is directly caused by adult maltreatment. Tony is 
depicted as not knowing why he is so violent; he can’t help himself and his actions 
are not premeditatedly evil: on pulling Miffy’s chair out from under her he says, ‘It’s 
not like I had this conscious thought that I wanted to do it, but when I looked at you I 
just seemed to want to make you cry’ (p. 13), and on stabbing his father’s girlfriend, 
‘before I know what I’m doing I’ve picked up a knife off the fruit stall and rammed it 
right into the chick…I didn’t mean it to go in that far, I swear’ (p. 10). Tony is shown 
as not responsible for his actions; he is impulsive and not driven by any conscious 
desire to hurt others. Instead the adults in Tony’s life are to blame. 
 
Hammond, Tony’s teacher, provides the reader with an explanation of Tony’s bad 
behaviour: ‘I know your mother leaving so suddenly like that and then what happened 
with your brother, these things have been difficult for you to deal with’ (p. 17). 
Tony’s violence to a group of year seven school children is caused and excused by 
events at home: his ‘dad had been visiting my uncle and aunt the night before and 
they’d been drinking all day and my dad was trying to pick on me and I was just in a 
bad mood’; Tony knows he ‘did the wrong thing’ (p. 65). It is not intrinsic evil that 
causes Tony’s antisocial behaviour. Rather his behaviour is a by-product of the evil 
that has been done to him. Although Tony’s uncle beats ‘the crap out of [him]’ (p. 19) 
and treats him very badly Tony is still kind enough, good enough and generous 
enough to say ‘It’s not like they were real bad, my uncle and aunt’ (p. 20). Tony may 
not be on a par with his Victorian counterparts in terms of innocence but he retains 
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the innocent child’s inability to see evil in others. This quality is clear in Victorian 
characters such as Ceddie (Burnett, Little Lord Fauntleroy, 1886), who is depicted as 
utterly unable to interpret his grandfather’s despicable behaviour as anything other 
than benevolent and loving, despite it being clear to the novel’s adult characters and 
the reader that his grandfather is a despot.  
 
Tony does speculate as to why he has such a violent temper: ‘I was just born with it, I 
guess’ (p. 90). Readers are left to make their own decisions as to why Tony is so 
aggressive, but given the novel’s emphasis on his background, the brutal treatment he 
receives and how this results in disturbing behaviour, readers may assume Tony 
would have been better if not for the maltreatment at the hands of his family. In fact 
Tony’s supposition that he was born with a bad temper is indicative of a residual 
innocence that does not allow him to see the bad in others; he blames himself rather 
than his parents and the reader knows that this is unfair. Like Elsie’s identification of 
herself as sinning, when anyone reading the book can see she is too good to be true, 
Tony sees his badness as innate when to the reader it is apparent that it is a reaction to 
the appalling way he has been abused as a child and teenager. In fact the reader is 
positioned to admire Tony for not being worse than he is.  
 
In a similar way, Miffy, Tony’s girlfriend, is not shown as inherently bad. It takes 
Tony ‘a long time to figure out what the deal was with you and why you were the way 
you were’ (p. 26). Eventually it becomes clear to Tony, and through him the reader, 
that Miffy’s behaviour is an expression of the distress and discomfort her father’s 
paedophilic relationship with a female child patient has caused her. Miffy’s brother 
and sister are similarly affected by their father’s actions, only coming home to shower 
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and change before going off for ‘another wild night of sex and drugs’ (p. 47). Their 
father had ‘[felt up]’ a little girl (p. 58) and has paid the parents not to report him to 
the police. There is no suggestion that he was violent towards the child but according 
to Tony this action is ‘rotten bad, as bad as anything that ever happened in our street, 
in our suburb’. Tony says ‘my father had a lot of shit wrong with him but I don’t think 
he’d do anything like that’ (p. 49). Tony’s mother abandoned him and his baby 
brother, taking everything including the baby’s toys and clothes and leaving the baby 
alone in his crib until Tony got home from school. Tony suspects this is because she 
was pregnant to someone else; his father refuses to look after the two children and 
leaves them with their aunt and uncle who do not want them either. The father then 
lies to them that he has gone to Queensland when in fact he is still living in the same 
city but wants to avoid them. Tony’s father and uncle also beat him; yet despite this 
litany of adult cruelty it is Miffy’s father’s behaviour that epitomises adult evil in the 
world of this novel. Jenny Kitzinger analyses the belief that sexual abuse of a child by 
an adult is a greater crime than others perpetrated against children. She explains that 
the heinousness of abuse is due to the fact that it is not only an assault on an 
individual child, but is also an ‘attack upon…childhood itself’, often being referred to 
as the ‘‘theft’ or ‘violation’ of childhood’ (1997, p. 166).  
 
The violence that occurs within Tony’s family is represented as a less grievous wrong 
than sexual abuse, being honest brutality that doesn’t pretend to be painless, polite 
and loving,  since ‘at least you knew what everyone thought’ (p. 63), not like Miffy’s 
family with its façade of respectability. Tony’s recognition of Miffy’s father’s sin is a 
result of his childlike ability to strip the pretence away and see the truth, to see what 
is really harmful to the young. The same ability that allows Lyra of Philip Pullman’s 
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His Dark Materials trilogy (1995-2000) to read the truth metre or alethiometer allows 
Tony to spot the real threat to childhood innocence. 
 
Tony stabs his father’s girlfriend and hits Miffy’s mother. He also misbehaves at 
school, smokes dope, and has sex with Miffy. Tony might not meet a strict Victorian 
definition of innocence but he is indubitably better than either his or Miffy’s parents. 
Tony’s remorse, the unpremeditated nature of his violent actions and his victimisation 
by adults excuse his misbehaviour. No such sympathy or explanations are provided 
for the cruel actions of adults in the novel. The causal link between Tony’s behaviour 
and the maltreatment he receives is emphatically made; the reader is left to speculate 
on just how good Tony would have been if not for the abuse he suffers. 
 
Naughtiness = Innocence 
Despite their behaviour, Tony and Miffy are depicted as victims, perhaps not innocent 
by Victorian standards, but within the context of their corrupt adult world, still 
representative of childhood innocence. There appears to be some mechanism at work 
that allows Tony and Miffy to display behaviours that are considered non-innocent 
but to remain distant from these actions. Thus while what they do is not innocent, 
their real or essential selves do remain innocent and are not tainted by their behaviour. 
Bad behaviour of a child in Dear Miffy does not necessarily signify a loss of 
innocence. Tony and Miffy are represented in direct and explicit contrast to their 
corrupt parents. They may not demonstrate perfect innocence but they nevertheless 
represent innocence in a world where one is either abused or abuser, and it is clear to 
the reader that Tony and Miffy are the abused and adult characters the abusers. 
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The representation of childhood in opposition to adulthood allows even the most ill 
behaved pre-adult characters to possess some form of relative innocence. Given that 
the narrative links Tony’s aberrant behaviour to the adults in his life rather than to 
Tony’s intrinsic self, this behaviour is a comment on adult failure and inadequacy in 
the twentieth century more than it is a comment on youthful delinquency. Tony’s 
behaviour does not indicate his badness but rather indicates the failure of his adult 
guardians; it is not a reflection on the ‘real’ Tony.  
 
The use of lost innocence to signal adult inadequacy is foreshadowed by Leslie 
Fiedler in his description of juvenile delinquency: ‘the guilt of the J.D. [Juvenile 
Delinquent] seems to us somehow only one more sign of his innocence, of our 
guiltiness in failing to protect and cultivate his original purity with enough love and 
security. The ‘child of a broken home’ replaces the orphan among our current 
stereotypes, as ‘psychic rejection’ replaces old fashioned bullying and flogging’ 
(1960, p. 270). Fiedler, writing in 1960 and commenting on Huckleberry Finn, argues 
that ‘[w]hat are winked at still as permissible expressions of youthful exuberance are 
crimes against school and against property’ (p. 271).While it is clear in Dear Miffy 
that there continue to be forgivable sins or crimes, it is also apparent that the reader is 
not meant to condemn Tony because of his ‘boyish’ delinquency. Yet Tony’s crimes 
go a step beyond those mentioned by Fiedler of attacking school and property. Tony 
violently, though instinctively, attacks two people. This indicates to the reader that 
Tony is more than just a mischievous, boyish adolescent; it indicates that Tony has 
been damaged. His maltreatment has hurt him and caused his innocence to be 
compromised. 
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Lost innocence is also used in Melvin Burgess’s Junk to indict the inadequate parents 
represented in the novel. It is possible to see in Tar, one of the central characters, the 
extent to which society has damaged his innocence measured by the depravity to 
which he has sunk as a drug addict. Tar is loved by his friends because of his childlike 
awe and sense of wonder. He is portrayed as almost simple; he seems angelic, 
excessively innocent and too good for this world. In contrast, his girlfriend Gemma, is 
worldly and tough, far more able to withstand the harshness of life than is Tar. 
Gemma is out for adventure, a runaway, not because her parents abused her, but 
simply because she is bored and does not like their rules. Tar on the other hand is a 
victim of parental abuse and societal neglect.  
 
Tar is ‘sweet’, ‘the sort of person you would pick to be in love with’ (p. 15). He 
clings physically and emotionally, his eyes are always on the verge of tears, he is hurt 
and he needs protecting. Skolly, the shopkeeper who helps him find his first squat, 
says of Tar that ‘he didn’t seem to have any front…you only had to look at him to 
know he’d believe whatever you wanted him to…you had the feeling that if you 
didn’t hold his hand he’d get crushed in the stampede’ (p. 27). With his innocence so 
firmly established nothing Tar does subsequently can completely erode it. The 
invincibility of innocence in Junk is very similar to the characteristics of innocence 
that Roderick McGillis identifies in the work of George MacDonald, author of At The 
Back of the North Wind, written almost one hundred years before Junk: ‘childlike 
innocence is a quality inherent in everyone (like poetry); it may be latent or muted by 
sin and age, but it cannot be annihilated’ (1991, p. 153). Despite Tar’s slide into drug 
addiction he retains a core of innocence buried deep within. 
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Yet Tar’s innocence is vulnerable and damaged. We get alternating views of Tar from 
the other characters, sometimes innocent and fragile and sometimes degenerate. The 
novel’s two main female characters see the adolescent Tar as childlike; Lily 
comments that he needs looking after, and that he belongs to Gemma, his girlfriend 
(p. 137); Gemma is frustrated by his childishness, saying, ‘he’s such a good little boy 
it makes me sick sometimes’ (p. 138). But Tar changes; forty pages later Gemma 
says, ‘he’s got so cynical’ (p. 179). Tar has lost his wonder, delight and emotion and 
he lies to Gemma about his drug taking. As soon as Tar is off heroin he is ‘himself’ 
again: ‘[t]he feelings are there, all right. I was just so smacked out I couldn’t feel the 
feelings’ (p. 212). At this stage he is in rehabilitation and all his trusting, optimistic, 
positive characteristics return, this is the ‘real’ Tar. Yet by page 228, his friend 
Richard, seeing him for the first time in a year, says, ‘Tar was his usual shifty self. I 
mean, that’s usual for him since he got on the smack…I loved him when he first 
turned up. He had this way of trying to hide everything but it all came shining through 
anyway. The heroin covered that up soon enough but I kept getting glimpses. He’d 
look shyly at me out of the corner of his eye, or a slow smile would spread over his 
face and I’d think the old Tar was still in there somewhere’ (pp. 228-229). 
 
During this visit Tar breaks down and cries; ‘I’m just a junkie, I’m just a junkie’ he 
sobs (p. 233). Richard is upset but also relieved for Tar ‘was himself again. He’d 
come back, all open and helpless’ (p. 234). On his release from jail his smiling 
shyness indicates to Gemma that Tar is his ‘old self’ (p. 260). She is very happy to 
see him but when they try and resume their sexual relationship she finds she cannot 
bear for Tar to touch her. To make it all right she needs to ‘think of him as my Tar, 
my little boy who’d had a really hard time and needed to be comforted’ (p. 263). Tar 
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is not shown maturing and learning from his experiences as Gemma does; it appears 
possible for him to exist only as either a little boy or a lying junkie. That is, for Tar to 
be acceptable he must be open, helpless, dependent, a child.  
 
The novel insists on showing the reader what Tar has lost, how beautiful he was, how 
much damage has been done, and how vulnerable and precious innocence is. Tar’s 
childlike openness and innocence are linked to a real, essential, inner Tar, of which 
the reader is shown glimpses, and no matter how low Tar sinks he manages to retain 
this inner, more real self. The reader sees a return to this ‘real’ Tar in the brief periods 
when he is off heroin. His lying and cheating are not the ‘real’ Tar: it is the effects of 
the heroin, which he only takes to escape the pain caused by his parents. Tar’s 
character represents innocence under threat but is ultimately inviolable. Alice Byrnes, 
writing about the child as a Jungian archetypal symbol, states that ‘childhood is not 
just a time of life, but a state of being… that restores us to our truest selves and gifts 
us with virtues such as innocence, wonder, spontaneity, and freedom’ (1995, p. 16, 
my emphasis). The representation of Tar as having an inner core of incorruptible 
childlikeness corresponds with this idea of the child as having essential, eternal and 
stable characteristics. Tar is treated like a child by the other characters in the book 
and is in fact the only one who is represented as childlike. Burgess uses Tar to 
represent the eternal and essential qualities that have traditionally belonged to the 
Romantic figure of the child and therefore to suggest that such an enduring and iconic 
figure actually exists. 
Like Tony (Dear Miffy) and Ceddie Fauntleroy before them, Tar defends his brutal, 
manipulative parents despite their mistreatment and cruelty to him. Tar says of his 
mother and father, ‘My mum – she just can’t help it, it’s not like she does it because 
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she wants to. Even my dad. They just can’t cope’ (p. 109). This is a further indication 
to the reader that Tar’s innocence cannot be destroyed, so deeply is it embedded. Tar, 
as representative of all things childlike, cannot recognise evil, so alien is it to his 
innate childness. That it is his parents whom he repeatedly forgives reinforces this 
idea, particularly as his relationship with them foregrounds his position as child. 
Fiedler argues that twentieth century authors have perpetuated a Rousseau-like 
treatment of the child in fiction, the child being characterised as having an ‘unfallen 
way of perceiving the world’ (1960, p. 274). The child sees truly and creates a 
confrontation between ‘adult corruption and childish perception’ (p. 275). Tar 
represents this child’s eye view and his sympathetic understanding of his parents 
heightens their guilt in the perception of the reader.  
 
The use of naughtiness or sinfulness to indicate innocence that is apparent in Junk and 
Dear Miffy is by no means a twentieth century phenomenon. It is also evident in 
Victorian fiction, in the Elsie novels as mentioned but also very clearly in Catherine 
Sinclair’s Holiday House. The narrator’s declaration, quoted earlier in this chapter (p. 
26), that each individual is implicated in the original sin precludes the possibility of 
innocence for even the youngest child. Yet Sinclair does not wholeheartedly endorse 
the view that these children are sinners. The narrator’s statement about the sinfulness 
of the children contradicts other messages that the reader is given about their 
characters. The reader is told that ‘neither of these children intended any harm, for 
they were only heedless, lively romps, who would not for twenty worlds have told a 
lie, or done a shabby thing, or taken what did not belong to them. They were not 
greedy...Harry was not a cruel boy either’ (pp. 6-7). Harry and Laura are honest, 
energetic, well meaning, honourable, generous and gentle. Older brother Frank is a 
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paragon of virtue and manliness. The younger children are irritatingly silly but they 
are overwhelmingly represented as loving and kind, with nothing but the narrator’s 
statement to indicate anything to the contrary. Frank notes of a bag snatcher they 
encounter in the street that, ‘being very young, he must have learned from older 
people to steal’ (p. 216). This observation seems to be at the centre of the particular 
construction of childhood that Sinclair uses. If children are as culpable as the rest of 
humankind stealing could come naturally, but it is presented to the reader as a learnt 
behaviour. A child who has not been taught to steal won’t do it spontaneously. Laura 
and Harry’s misbehaviour falls into a similar category. Their disobedience to rules 
indicates lack of contact with adult society and closeness to the natural order, and, in 
contradiction to Evangelical doctrine, corruption or true sinfulness is not represented 
as present in the natural child. 
 
Despite Sinclair’s admiration for the natural child, she does not, like other nineteenth 
century writers but unlike many twentieth century authors, use delinquency in the 
young to criticise adults en masse. The adults in Holiday House are all admirable, 
take perfect care of their charges and offer worthy examples. It would seem that the 
idea of original sin is simply not as powerful a myth as that of the innocent child. 
Even the strongest religious convictions cannot keep in check that exuberant figure of 
childish innocence, and like the ‘real’ Tar, the reader keeps seeing glimpses of this 
ideal child in the interludes of confession and regret between escapades in Holiday 
House. Sinclair pays lip service to the religious message but seems unable to truly 
accept the picture of a child as sinner. The outer child might sin but inside is a kernel, 
an inviolable inner child that is true to the highest ideals of the Romantic Movement 
and the influence of Rousseau.  
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The use of naughtiness to paradoxically indicate innocence is also central to Elsie 
Dinsmore, the first book in the Elsie series. Elsie’s honesty, obedience, generosity, 
sweet temper and piety are repeatedly declared by other characters in the book and 
made apparent to the reader through Elsie’s behaviour. To the modern reader Elsie 
epitomises innocence and goodness. Yet Elsie and the narrator continually identify 
her weaknesses and describe how she has had to work hard at controlling her temper, 
Elsie’s friend Rose Allison believes that Elsie’s ‘sweet disposition is the fruit of a 
work of grace in her heart’ (p. 41), not something that is innate in Elsie. However, 
there are other mechanisms at work in the text that contradict the impression of Elsie 
as disobedient and weak. On several occasions in the novel it appears that Elsie 
judges herself too harshly and her father punishes her too severely for the so-called 
wrongdoing. Elsie’s Aunt Adelaide says of her, ‘Every so often [her temper] shows 
itself, but just for an instant. Then she grieves over it as if she had committed some 
crime, whereas the rest of us think nothing of getting angry a dozen times a day’ (p. 
21). Elsie’s admission of such a small fault only makes her seem superior. The reader 
also sees how many times Elsie’s father loses his temper under provocations similar 
to those that Elsie endures uncomplainingly. 
 
Horace Dinsmore’s punishment of Elsie frequently seems out of proportion to her 
misdemeanours and is often shown to be an expression of his pride and temper rather 
than as a just response intended to aid Elsie’s development. Indeed, he is shown 
several times to repent of his hasty and harsh treatment. For example, his battle of 
wills with Elsie over her refusal to sing popular songs on the Sabbath only serves to 
make him appear as a wilful, cold-hearted and domineering tyrant, at the same time 
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heightening the reader’s awareness of Elsie’s more passionate and loving nature. 
Elsie’s little friend Lucy exclaims to Elsie ‘You, naughty?…Mamma often says she 
wishes I were half as good as you’ (p. 112). All characters in the novel think Elsie 
very good, except her father, and he is proved wrong over and over again. The 
sternness and frequent cruelty of her father, and her own over-reaction to her failings 
only serve to heighten the impression of Elsie’s innocence. Elsie’s supposed 
weakness of character positions the reader to appreciate her exquisitely tender and 
sensitive conscience, while simultaneously revealing her father’s lack of compassion 
and piety. It also allows for many tender conciliatory scenes between father and 
daughter when one or the other of them admits they were wrong. 
 
‘Bad’ behaviour of one sort or another may initially appear to indicate that a child or 
youth is in a state other than innocence but in fact it can function to increase or 
heighten characteristics associated with innocence and with childhood or 
youthfulness. Bad behaviour operates to characterise Fiedler’s ‘Juvenile Delinquent, 
whose badges of innocence are the switch knife and the hot-wiring kit’ (1960, p. 270). 
Tony and Tar embody the idea of the masculine juvenile delinquent as innocent. Each 
act of violence and depravity is a further indication of their vulnerability, damage and 
fragility. Fiedler describes the figure of the ‘Good Bad Boy’ in nineteenth and 
twentieth century literature as the male child who will deceive and break his mother’s 
heart just enough so that ‘she can forgive him, [and] smother him in the embrace that 
seals him back into her world forever’ (1960, p. 261). The ‘Good Good Girls’ of 
literature love these boys because they ‘play hooky, lie, cuss [and] steal in a mild sort 
of way’ (p. 262). The American version of this character is an example of ‘natural 
virtue’ (p. 262). James Kincaid describes a similar yet unisex concept in his idea of 
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attractive naughtiness as ‘goodness with a wink’ (1992, p. 247). Representations of 
children such as Harry and Laura (Holiday House) fit Kincaid’s description. They are 
good on the inside but with a delectable outer coating of mischievousness, a child that 
only misbehaves in adult sanctioned, ‘rigidly prescribed’ (Kincaid 1992, p. 247) ways 
such as those Fiedler mentions: damage to school and property; misbehaviour that 
demands correction yet retains the child’s dependence on the adult. The Elsie 
Dinsmore stories would be unbearably boring for the reader if Elsie did nothing to 
attract her father’s anger and require him to punish her. It is this relationship that 
maintains the narrative dynamic and Elsie’s need for correction that keeps her father 
interested in her. Kincaid describes the naughty child’s relationship with the adult as a 
game called ‘let’s resent’ (1992, p. 247). This game invites the adult to play at 
violently attacking naughtiness, the resulting ‘drama is fierce - anger, tears, howls - 
but nothing holds, even the pain; it is all a fabrication for the sake of the game, for the 
sake of eros’ (1992, p. 248). 
 
Within this game Kincaid identifies another called ‘let’s love’ where the adult’s love 
for the child is inflicted with pain disguising this love. The interaction between Elsie 
and her father conforms very closely to the game Kincaid describes. Constantly they 
misinterpret one another, emotions are mistaken for their opposites; all of this 
confusion and frustration building to fever pitch and culminating in their brief 
moments of passionate reconciliation before the game begins again. Elsie’s father 
needs Elsie to misbehave. Seemingly ‘determined to misconstrue’ her behaviour, he 
chooses to understand her as naughty (p. 55). That Elsie’s disobedient behaviour is 
rarely as bad as her father assumes it to be, but is usually the result of Elsie’s 
obedience to God or loyalty to others, allows her to maintain her innocence, which 
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conveniently is reasserted over and over again each time it is revealed that she is not 
guilty of what her father accuses her.  
 
Horace Dinsmore, as Kincaid explains, requires Elsie to ‘vacate the position of true 
child, become ‘Other’, so that the child-spot is left open for the adult. The child 
becomes naughty so that we may become the good child’ (1992, p. 247). Horace has 
returned from abroad after eight years. He has never seen Elsie, abandoning her to her 
guardian immediately after her birth and her mother’s death. He wants to take up the 
role of parent, but to do this he needs a child who needs a parent. In addition Horace 
had been a naughty child himself, a ‘wild boy, pampered and spoiled and used to 
having his own way’ (p. 19). His return as the parent allows Elsie to inherit the vacant 
position. Elsie’s supposed ‘naughtiness’ feeds Horace’s endless need for a child who 
needs correction. And as Kincaid says, the anger, tears and howls are all for eros; in 
conspicuous contradiction, punishment, pain and anger equal love, and naughtiness 
signifies innocence.  
 
Authors of the late nineteenth century, whether creators of sacred or secular innocents 
‘derived the same shivers of delight from contemplating the sweetness they portrayed’ 
(Avery 1965, p. 174), but are the shivers of delight at the goodness of the child or at 
the child’s naughtiness? According to Kincaid readers are far more attracted to 
naughtiness (1992, pp. 246-247) than to the tedious good child. Fiedler identifies the 
same phenomenon, rejecting the ‘Good Good Boys’ such as Little Lord Fauntleroy, 
claiming Ceddie is ‘just the sort of little monster we have all righteously longed to 
kill’ (1960, p. 262). Instead, what readers really want is the ‘Good Bad Boy’. Like the 
 44
mother of this boy, readers want to be deceived, to have their heart broken a little so 
that the games of ‘let’s resent’ and ‘let’s love’ can continue to be played. 
 
Innocence Lost and Found 
We have seen that children and teenagers can be represented as behaving negatively 
yet still retaining innocence, and that even the worst adult mistreatment can be 
withstood by truly innocent children; they may be somewhat damaged but the 
essential innocence of the child cannot be eradicated. There are variations in 
representations of the specific qualities of innocence and its resilience between the 
two eras. These variations are linked to the degree to which the child or teenage 
characters are presented as victims of adults. Nineteenth century children seem more 
able to maintain their innocence through greater hardship than their twentieth century 
counterparts. Their innocence is not so vulnerable or fragile as that of the twentieth 
century child. Innocence is lost because of adult society in both eras, but only rarely 
in recent novels can adults also restore lost innocence. The Victorian novels less 
pointedly blame adults as a group, and harsh living conditions constitute bad luck, or 
are the result of the cruelty of one adult, rather than an inevitable result of the gulf 
that divides child and adult. Margaret Clark’s novel Care Factor Zero (1997) 
represents quite emphatically loss of innocence resulting from adult maltreatment of 
the young and shows adults as willing but unable to restore lost innocence. 
 
The opening ten pages of Care Factor Zero describe a sordid scene of child abuse, 
drunkenness and suicide. The baby in this scene is Larceny, the teenage protagonist of 
Care Factor Zero. The story then cuts straight to Larceny at fifteen, the first 
paragraph describes her dysfunctional schooling and domestic life, notes her stay in a 
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psychiatric hospital, mentions the demons she hears in her head telling her to kill 
people and the impact her mother’s suicide has had on her. The conjunction of the 
two stories links them causally. The early treatment Larceny receives at the hands of 
her parents is directly related to her later criminality, violence and psychiatric 
problems. It is not just her inadequate parents but adult society as a whole that have 
let Larceny Leyton down. A society ‘too busy dealing with enterprise bargaining, key 
performance indicators and an ailing economy to deal with its ailing youth’ (p. 36).  
 
Any chance of Larceny’s experiencing an idyllic, innocent childhood is destroyed. 
Yet even in these circumstances Larceny is not utterly hardened, and as in the cases of 
the delinquent boys Tony and Tar, the reader is shown glimpses of what might have 
been. The innocence that is absent is noted and regretted. Larceny’s friend Mikey had 
been ‘innocent and gentle’ (p. 27), but the woman at the newspaper stall says of 
Larceny that ‘this one was bad’ (p. 25). Bad, street smart, and sometimes a ‘nut-case’ 
(p. 71) but even so Larceny’s fantasy when she needs to clear her head of bad 
thoughts is a vision of innocent mother daughter pleasures (p. 82). The ‘lost and 
lonely sadness’ (p. 82) inside Larceny represents the remaining kernel of innocence, 
emotion and trust and indicate Larceny’s lost childhood. Larceny’s inability to trust 
anyone, her inability to deal with her sexuality and ultimately her suicide, are all signs 
of the injury she has suffered and signal to the reader what happens to innocence 
when it is abused.  
 
Larceny’s history and circumstances are tragic; her suffering is consistent with what 
we know of real children similarly abused. The story of her decline confirms the 
reader’s expectations. Nineteenth century novels also show the young deviating from 
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the ideal when they are abused or neglected, yet the effects of abuse are rarely shown 
to have as devastating results as those experienced by Tony, Tar and Larceny. More 
frequently we see hardship as a positive, character building force and as something to 
be recovered from or overcome. The Lamplighter (1854), Reuben Touchett’s 
Granddaughter (1883), and Jessica’s First Prayer (1867) all show children and 
young adults growing up in the most abject circumstances. They suffer and fall short 
of the innocent ideal temporarily but are able to reclaim their innocence through the 
kind treatment of adults and through personal qualities that allow them to accept and 
appreciate the help they are offered. Not all nineteenth century children take the 
opportunities for reform that are offered them: there are exceptions such as Eric 
Williams in Eric; or, Little by Little (Frederic W. Farrar 1858), who repeatedly fails 
to take the steps of confession, trust, reform and return to innocence, despite 
numerous opportunities. Only when it is too late and he is on his deathbed does he 
repent. 
 
Care Factor Zero provides its readers with signs of hope for Larceny, indicating that 
she has not gone beyond the reach of help and redemption. Larceny is still able to 
respond to kindness. Firstly, when she gets the job on a takeaway stall ‘she wouldn’t 
give Stella any aggro: the old woman had given her a job, hot food and coffee’ (p. 
37). Later in the novel with Kaz the youth worker, Larceny is astonished at how 
‘comfy and eager to please’ (p. 192) she feels at Kaz’s place. Kaz’s home epitomizes 
homeliness: the bed is ‘lovely, warm and cosy’ (p. 191), there’s a cat and dog, ‘fat 
leather armchair[s]’ (p. 181), bowls of ‘steaming fettuccine’ (p. 181), the ultimate 
comfort food, and ‘roses in a chipped blue jar’ (p. 180). Although Larceny has never 
experienced a happy home life she instinctively recognizes and responds to these 
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domestic details and Kaz’s kindness by ‘pouring out her life story’ (p. 188). The first 
step, confession, has been taken; Larceny even takes the next step of trusting Kaz. 
The woman at the newspaper stall is wrong about Larceny as, of course, the reader 
knew she would be. Inside Larceny is a confiding, needy, trusting child, easily lured 
by warm food and genuine kindness. 
 
But Larceny has been betrayed too many times, is too damaged, too lost and is falling 
too fast to be caught so easily and Kaz’s kindness is simply not enough to stop her 
trajectory to a violent death. The reader sees glimpses of the Larceny who could have 
been if she had not been so let down by society and her appalling parents. The 
domestic comfort, safety and respect Larceny receives from Kaz represent what every 
child should have. Larceny experiences this familial homeliness for one tantalizing 
evening then finds herself back on the street. Like Tony and Tar, what might have 
been is contrasted with what is and Larceny’s lost innocence is measured by how far 
she has drifted from Kaz’s domestic, familial warmth. 
 
It would seem that in other circumstances and in a more appropriate environment 
(such as Kaz’s place) Larceny could have been a happy, healthy young woman. When 
she is treated well her street-smart aggression falls away to reveal someone ‘eager to 
please’, someone who wants to do things for others, a ‘rare occurrence’ apparently (p. 
192). The real or natural Larceny, without her street armour, is too knowing to really 
be called innocent but she is certainly not mad or bad; rather, circumstances have 
made her so. Larceny is not a sinner, but she has been sinned against, and is a victim. 
Or so it would appear until the author introduces the idea of ‘toxic shame’. 
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The youth worker Kaz describes ‘toxic shame’ as the ‘childhood crap you’ve had 
dumped on you by your parents or step parents or foster parents or teachers or 
whoever…But you can’t blame them – because they had stuff dumped on them by 
their parents, and their parents, and so on down the line back to Adam and Eve’ 
(p.186). Larceny draws the parallel between this idea and that of original sin and Kaz 
does not refute the comparison. If we are all born into the inheritance of not just our 
parents but the shame of all adults, then no child can be innocent, as shame can only 
be felt when innocence is lost. In a secularized version of the process of being ‘born 
again’ Kaz says we must all ‘learn to deal’ (p. 187) with the shame of our forebears if 
we are to be happy and have a ‘decent, honest relationship with another person’ (p. 
187). So the image of the natural, happy Larceny is only ever an illusion, since she 
must be reborn through professional counseling, Clark’s panacea for curing ‘toxic 
shame’. 
 
Jessica, the protagonist of Jessica’s First Prayer (1867), is born and raised in 
conditions far worse than those experienced by Tony, Tar or Larceny. Jessica is 
poorly and scantily clad, barefoot and hungry, her home is a hayloft over a stable, 
‘desolate and comfortless’ (p. 15), ‘everything that could be pawned had disappeared 
long ago and Jessica’s mother often lamented that she could not thus dispose of her 
child’ (p. 15). Jessica’s mother has long since stopped bothering to provide for Jessica 
who begs or earns barely enough to keep herself: ‘Jess was the drudge and errand girl 
of the court; and what with being cuffed and beaten by her mother, and over worked 
and ill used by her numerous employers, her life was a hard one’ (p. 15). The 
characters of late twentieth century fiction are comparatively well off, being educated, 
clothed and well fed. Yet Jessica’s reaction to her circumstances and the effect they 
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have on her could not be more different from theirs. The text does not present Jessica 
as damaged and broken by her life, her innocence does not need to be measured by 
how far she has fallen. Jessica’s innocence is blooming despite her poverty; it protects 
her from the depravity around her and allows her to perform a spiritual redemption for 
her benefactor Daniel who provides a physical redemption for her. Jessica’s personal 
qualities reflect her undamaged innocence: her ability to trust, lack of cynicism and 
suspicion and natural, spontaneous piety. The great ease and willingness with which 
she confesses to Daniel after her theft of a penny is in distinct contrast to Tony and 
Larceny, who both acknowledge how hard they find it to talk about themselves and 
their problems.  
 
Jessica is not perfect, but as we have seen already a child does not have to be beyond 
reproach to be innocent, indeed Jessica’s moment of wrongdoing is primarily used to 
highlight her innocence. Jessica is near starving and dressed in rags when coffee stall 
owner Daniel deliberately drops a penny to watch her reaction. Judging her by his 
knowledge of himself, he assumes she will steal it; he is smugly gratified when she 
does. A moment later she repents and tearfully hands the penny back to him and 
confesses. He realizes: ‘I couldn’t have done it myself; I could never have done it 
myself’ (p. 13), meaning he could never have given back the penny and confessed as 
guilelessly and innocently as Jessica does. Jessica’s momentary transgression is 
clearly a result of the hardships she faces but the reversion to goodness is the innate 
quality of the child. The contrast of this with Daniel’s meanness and confessed 
dishonesty only serves to heighten Jessica’s childish goodness and its superiority to 
Daniel’s adult materialism and greed. Despite her near destitute state and the 
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drunkenness, criminality and corruption to which she is daily exposed she does not 
lose her purity.  
 
Gerty in The Lamplighter (1854) has origins similar to Jessica’s. The novel opens 
with Gerty barefoot in the snow, wearing the ‘poorest of garments’, ‘her hair 
uncombed’ and her ‘appearance unhealthy’ as if ‘no one in the world cared for her’ 
and indeed they don’t (p. 8). ‘The poor little thing was told, a dozen times a day, that 
she was the worst looking child in the world, and the worst behaved. No one loved 
her and she loved no one; no one tried to make her happy or cared whether she was 
so. She was but eight years old and alone in the world’ (pp. 8-9). Despite being 
looked upon as a ‘spirit of evil’ (p. 9) by a neighbouring child, Gerty already has the 
reader’s sympathy and pity generated by this pathetic description of her. Even without 
that description the reader’s emotions have been ‘fine tuned’ by the verse that 
introduces the first chapter (p. 8): 
Good God! to think upon a child 
That has no childish days, 
No careless play, no frolics wild, 
No words of prayer and praise. 
 
Gerty’s life is clearly not as the life of a child should be because ‘an unhappy child 
was and is unnatural, an indictment of somebody: parent, institution, nation’ (Kincaid 
1992, p. 80). Whatever negative or non-innocent characteristics may be seen in Gerty 
in following pages, the reader knows that they are not her fault. Trust, gratitude and 
appreciation of the kindness of adults are attributes shared by the characters Gerty, 
Jessica and even Larceny. These qualities or abilities are essential if the child is to be 
allowed back into the enchanted world of childhood innocence. Tony (Dear Miffy), on 
the other hand, is shown as conspicuously lacking in these traits.  
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Tony has very little sense of gratitude, and has received very little kindness in his life. 
The one occasion on which he is treated kindly occurs when his teacher, Hammond, 
visits him while Tony is incarcerated in a correctional facility. Tony acknowledges 
that this would have been difficult and uncomfortable for Hammond to do but he does 
not put much value on the visit. Tony begrudgingly concedes, ‘at least he took the 
fucking trouble to come here’ (p. 87). Tony is always presented as being 
misunderstood by those in authority. The attempts at counseling he receives whilst in 
detention are invariably misguided and unhelpful, and after one such attempt he says, 
‘gratitude ain’t in my fucking vocabulary, not me baby, so fuck you all’ (p. 56).  
 
As mentioned previously, Tony’s inability to accept or appreciate kindness or help is 
a measure of his lost innocence. His cynicism and lack of trust of those in authority 
are further evidence of the abuse he has received and compounds the tragedy of his 
life. For Tony to take the steps necessary for recovering innocence he needs adult 
intervention, and his attitude makes this impossible. For Gerty, the journey back from 
wild child to pious exemplar is slow but steady; Jessica strays only momentarily; 
Larceny shows a glimmer of hope but has been betrayed too many times before to get 
a secure grip on the road to reform; and Tony can’t even take the first step. Twentieth 
century characters are frequently represented as finding a return to idealized 
childhood impossible.  
 
Why must a return to idealized childhood be so hard for the twentieth century 
characters? One answer is that recent novels deploy the loss of innocence as a 
comment on adulthood rather than on childhood. The young suffer because of the 
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failings and inadequacy of the older generation, not just individually but collectively, 
and beyond that, the idea of adulthood, the notion of being grown up, has failed. 
Kaz’s explanation of ‘toxic shame’ casts all individuals as victims of the previous 
generation, ‘in need of professional advice and regulation to help us through the bad 
trip called life’, the phrase Andrew Calcutt uses to describe the view of American 
policy makers who view all citizens as victims (1998, p. 14). The focus has shifted 
from success in the Victorian novels to failure in the modern; striving against 
hardship, working hard, respecting our elders and obedience to God are treated with 
suspicion in young adult fiction from the 1990s. As the political, social and 
environmental failures of previous generations become more apparent, endeavours 
that would result in one assuming the status of responsible adulthood are scorned. 
Twentieth century authors are indebted to Freud for identifying the vulnerability of 
the child; this coupled with the loss of respect for adulthood has led to the child as 
victim becoming ‘the person with the most status in today's society’ (Calcutt 1998, p. 
116). Calcutt uses the term ‘Miserabilism’, borrowed from pop music journalist 
Simon Reynolds, to describe what he sees as a cult of vulnerability that has emerged 
in British and American society since the 1950s. Calcutt argues that vulnerability is 
‘now considered the most appropriate mode of presentation for the individual in our 
society’, because of society’s image of itself as ineffectual and vulnerable (1998, p. 
108). The vulnerability, victimhood and lack of agency in twentieth century 
characters such as Tony, Tar and Larceny represents them as the ‘defenceless 
object[s] of cruel forces at work in society’ (Calcutt 1998, p. 115), their creators 
seemingly following Calcutt’s ‘Miserabilist’ trend.  
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Innocence and the Essential Child  
In the novels of both eras adverse circumstances cause children and young adults to 
act in ways that belie their innocence. The natural or original state of the child is 
innocent; however when negative adult forces impact on the child this innocence is 
damaged, and when these forces abate the child reverts, or attempts to revert, to 
innocence. Innocence can be seen in full bloom in Jessica, Gerty and Elsie, and in tiny 
glimpses in Larceny, Tony and Tar. Innocence is shown as a quality essential to the 
child and the child is shown as a concept with permanent and necessary truths.  
 
Karìn Lesnik-Oberstein sees the contemporary child as ‘the object of the gaze in a 
process of adult self-definition in which the child is the other, the inessential, the 
receiver of labels which negatively define the adult’ (1998, p. 129, my emphasis). 
This appears to contradict the evidence in the three twentieth century novels looked 
at, in which innocence is depicted as an essential quality of the child. Lesnik-
Oberstein argues that the child is constructed in response to adult self-definition; 
therefore its definition is not an expression of its own inner being but a bundle of 
characteristics required by adults to bolster their own subjectivity. But we already 
know from Ariès that childhood is a social construct and therefore not based on 
biological essentials. However, this does not stop literary representations of the child 
universalising and essentialising innocence. Adult self-perception can be very 
insistent regarding its own needs, and it needs childish innocence to be established as 
universal fact not just an occasional, accidental occurrence. Childhood is a construct, 
but in the novels looked at it is constructed with innocence as an essential element.  
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Without the vital quality of innocence the nineteenth century child or youth is seen as 
not only un-childlike but as inhuman. Stripped of their purity the ragged street 
children of London lose their status as children. Critic, essayist and poet Charles 
Lamb, writing between 1820 and 1825, can see no resemblance to childishness in the 
children of the urban poor. He ‘flinched at giving them the honorific name of 
children’: ‘it [the child] is only another mouth to be fed, a pair of little hands to be 
betimes inured to labour. It is the rival, till it can be the co-operator, for food with the 
parent…it chaffers, it haggles, it envies, it murmurs; it is knowing, acute, sharpened; 
it never prattles’ (1935, p. 239). 
 
Chris Jencks’s formulation of the ‘Apollonian child’ is ‘angelic, innocent, and 
untainted by the world that they have recently entered. They have a natural goodness 
and clarity of vision that we might ‘idolize’ or even ‘worship’ as the source of all that 
is best in human nature...we want only the illumination from their halo’ (1995, p. 
183). It is easy to identify this child as the basic pattern for Jessica, Elsie, Gerty and 
Star Bright but the language of more recent fiction makes it much harder to recognize 
Tony, Tar or Larceny. However, there is a thread of continuity from the Victorian 
representations to the three twentieth century characters. Tony, Tar and Larceny are 
shown to have lost and yet to still possess a remnant of innocence. They revert to a 
natural or innate goodness when circumstances permit; they are morally superior to 
the adults in their societies and have an affinity with truth, or clarity of vision, that 
allows them to detect and reject the inauthentic and adult. 
Not all twentieth century innocents however are disguised as juvenile delinquents. 
Philip Pullman bases his trilogy His Dark Materials (1995, 1997, 2000) overtly and 
emphatically on the idea of the innocent and clear-seeing child. These qualities are 
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not specific to an individual in the novels, but childish innocence underpins the entire 
cosmology of the fictional worlds he presents. All Pullman’s children are born 
innocent and automatically at puberty this innocence starts to disintegrate and give 
way under the weight of experience. The third novel of the series The Amber Spyglass 
(2000) ends soon after the heroine and hero, Lyra and Will, have had their first sexual 
experience. It is sexual awareness that brings an end to childhood and an end to 
innocence. As innocence is an essential element of childhood, so in this novel 
freedom from sexual awareness is the defining factor of a multifaceted innocence. 
 
Innocence = Asexual? 
It is certainly the case that sexual awareness is used in His Dark Materials as the 
critical factor in defining innocence. Innocence in this series means nonsexual: ‘the 
child is that species which is free of sexual feeling or response; the adult is that 
species which has crossed over into sexuality’ (Kincaid 1992, p. 67). However, not all 
characters in fiction from the 1990s are shown as crossing a boundary from child to 
adult as a result of sexual experience. T.G.A. Nelson, in reference to Locke’s The 
History of the Human Heart, says, ‘the adult characters seem to think that 
unauthorized initiation into sex constitutes a fall’ from innocence (1995, p. 211). But 
if the initiation into sexual activity is authorized a ‘fall’ from innocence may not be 
inescapable. 
 
Rousseau, perhaps the originator of the idea of the innocent child, specified in Emile 
rigid parameters for the young Emile’s first relationship. Sexual activity was not 
prohibited, but if it was not to lead to the ruin of the individual its introduction must 
be very strictly controlled, carefully supervised and orchestrated by the young 
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person’s mentoring adult. Initiation into sexual experience is fraught with danger, but 
if the young person is guided correctly ‘the supreme joy of life’ can be experienced 
without damaging the purity of youth (Rousseau 1762, p. 292). The depiction of 
sexual activity and sexual relationships in young adult fiction is one form of 
authorized initiation. The young reader’s vicarious experience of the pleasures and 
mistakes of fictional characters can in itself form a first sexual encounter that has 
been sanctioned by the institutional powers of parents, authors, publishers and 
librarians. Yet the controversy that erupts over the publication of novels such as Dear 
Miffy indicates the perceived threat to the innocence of young readers inherent in 
representations of purely fictional sexual activity.  
 
Tar (Junk) and Tony (Dear Miffy) both form sexual relationships. Both boys enjoy the 
physical aspects of these encounters, but in both novels sexual relationships are 
shown as leading the boys into trouble. Both characters are under the legal age of 
sexual consent, have drug problems and act against the wishes of parents and 
guardians, and both boys are used by girls more worldly than themselves. It is 
therefore no surprise that these relationships cause Tony and Tar additional problems, 
as these are clearly not authorized relationships in the sense meant by Locke or 
Rousseau.  
 
Despite the ‘wrongness’ of these relationships they do not necessarily tarnish the 
innocent inner child. As in 1960 ‘crimes against school and against property’ are 
‘expressions of youthful exuberance’ and do not negate innocence, so too twentieth 
century adolescents can experience sexual intimacy without compromising their 
innocence (Fiedler 1960, p. 271). Again what would appear to oppose innocence is in 
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fact used to confirm it. Tar is overtly taken advantage of by Gemma, and Tony 
suspects that Miffy may have formed a relationship with him simply to horrify her 
parents, revealing how inexperienced, unworldly and vulnerable both boys are.  
 
Larceny in Care Factor Zero, whilst interested in the sexuality of others, finds the 
idea of being touched abhorrent. With her ‘shiny red hair and devilish green eyes’ (p. 
128), ‘hips swinging suggestively in her tight 501s’ (p. 10), ‘slim body, long legs, and 
an attitude’ (p. 12), Larceny is certainly sexually attractive, but as with everything 
else that belongs to the grown-up world, sex is equated with fear, mistrust and 
betrayal in this novel. Larceny’s own father wants her to work as a prostitute and pose 
nude for his ‘girlie mag’. In these circumstances sexual activity has been made sordid 
and perverse, since for Larceny ‘sex meant letting someone get physically close to 
her, and the thought was repugnant…she didn’t get urges and she didn’t fancy 
anyone, not even herself!’ (p. 57). That ‘the supreme joy of life’ (Rousseau, 1762, p. 
292) has been so utterly destroyed for Larceny is representative of the damage done to 
her by adults, in particular her parents. Paradoxically Larceny’s denial of her 
sexuality is indicative of lost innocence rather than being a sign directly of innocence. 
The guileless and awe-filled sexual encounters of Tar and Tony are in fact far more 
suggestive of innocence than Larceny’s asexuality. 
 
Conventions of nineteenth century literature preclude the possibility that overt sexual 
relationships of the young would be depicted even if an author wished to represent 
them. Anne Higonnet argues that Victorian and Edwardian pictures of children 
‘[produce] images that to us look at least latently sexual’ (1998, p. 132), even though 
at the time they were produced they were not considered sexual. Similarly the 
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passionate, intensely physical and sensual nature of the relationships between Star 
Bright and Captain January, and between Elsie and her father inply a sexual element. 
Such sexualised images include that of the prepubescent Star Bright dressed in her 
dead mother’s clothes, including a dress the reader is told was made for the body of ‘a 
grown woman’. Captain January’s gaze is riveted to this vision; he is quite unable to 
takes his eyes off her round arms ‘white as sculptured ivory’ (p. 7). Elsie’s intensely 
physical and obsessive relationship with her father is discussed in detail in the next 
chapter (‘The Child and Sexuality’), but the heightened, near-hysterical emotion 
between Elsie and her father and Elsie’s physical need for him is extremely difficult 
to read as devoid of sexual connotations. 
 
The only way to read these images without being disturbed by their paedophilic 
connotations is to believe emphatically in the sexual innocence of the Victorian child; 
but, as Kincaid would have it, the more we, twentieth century knowing readers, try to 
reassure ourselves of the platonic nature of these relationships, the more we 
irresistibly conjure ‘before us that which we’re trying to banish’ (1998, p. 55).  
 
There is no doubt that whatever ‘latent’ sexuality Martha Finley and Laura Richards 
unconsciously allow to leak into their novels, Elsie and Star Bright are intended to be 
read as spotlessly pure. In fact it is this very emphasis on the innocence of the girls 
that makes their sensual relationships with their fathers and their exuberant 
physicality permissible. Innocence that is meant to negate the sexuality of the 
characters and protect them from adult sexuality becomes the means by which a 
sensual element is introduced to the story. 
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Higonnet’s explanation of Kincaid’s argument in Child-Loving clarifies the 
phenomenon described above: ‘the Victorians believed children were categorically 
different from adults by virtue of their innocence ... children seemed other than adults 
yet better than adults, and by being at once other and better, irresistibly desirable. 
Children could only become desirable if they were genuinely believed to be innocent. 
Innocence itself became the object of desire’ (Higonnet 1998, p. 132). The insistence 
on innocence, the quality that distinguishes the child from the adult, intended to 
protect the child from male sexual aggression and put the child’s behavior above 
suspicion has left us with a legacy of Victorian fictional children far more desirable 
and sensual than many English, American or Australian authors would dare create 
today.  
 
Why Innocence? 
Victorian ‘unease with male sexual aggression’ (Adams 1999, p. 129) in part inspired 
Coventry Patmore’s notion of the domestic woman as ‘the angel in the house’. 
Desexualising women and denying the existence of feminine desire protected women 
from the sordid and worldly influence of public life. Likewise, the insistence on the 
innocence of the young served to make them ‘distinctly different from adults, so there 
is no confusion, so we don't desire them by mistake’ (Higonnet 1998, pp. 27-28). Not 
accepting children as desirable or as desiring was particularly important to those 
Victorians who feared childhood as a ‘stage during which desire outstripped self 
control and animal nature proved the ineffectuality of civilization’ (Nelson 1999, p. 
70). Entertaining doubts about the purity of the child in combination with the idea of 
uncontrolled childish desire brings adult sexuality into focus too sharply for comfort. 
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Valerie Walkerdine suggests that the reason for the perpetuation of the belief in 
childhood innocence is the smokescreen it provides for illicit adult desire. Innocence 
is not employed to protect the children but to hide the fact that adults find ‘children 
disturbingly erotic’ (1997, p. 176). In Care Factor Zero and Dear Miffy, adults who 
interact sexually with children are represented unquestioningly as perverts. 
Walkerdine argues that so long as the ideas prevail that adult longing for children is 
perverse and that seduction of the young by an adult is by definition abuse, we will 
continue to need innocent children so that the depravity of perverted adults can be 
exclaimed over and measured in the damage to the children. All the time this 
discourse of abuse, perversion and damaged childhood innocence is in fact 
functioning to mask the widespread eroticisation of children among the ‘normal 
general public’ (Walkerdine 1997, p. 182). 
 
The upholding of childhood innocence as a cultural practice to protect adults also 
protects the role of the family and adults as fathers and mothers. Incest as ‘object of 
obsession and attraction, a dreadful secret and an indispensable pivot’ is a necessary 
concept in maintaining the dynamism that keeps the family functioning as the ‘most 
active site of sexuality’ (Foucault 1976, p. 109). The notion of the innocent child 
supports the prioritization of the father/mother relationship, maintains defined and 
sanctioned familial relationships, and ensures that incest does not lose its status as the 
ultimate taboo. If Henry Jenkins, echoing Foucault, is correct in saying ‘children are 
central to the erotic dynamics of families and often become the vehicles for parents’ 
erotic fantasies and desires’, then the concept of the innocent child has to be worked 
fairly hard through various discourses to avoid ‘awkward questions about adult 
sexuality’ (Jenkins 1998, p. 211). 
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There are other, less sinister reasons underpinning the construction of the child as 
innocent. The innocent child provides an unbounded bank of goodness and purity that 
adults can tap into as required. Respite from the materialistic, mechanistic, industrial 
world is as necessary now as it was to the Victorians. The industrial revolution 
aroused fears relating to the loss of the pastoral life; some form of escape was needed 
from the overcrowding, slums and poverty of urban life. The association of the 
innocent child with the authentic and natural provided an antidote for the Victorians 
as it does for readers today.  
 
Only the truly innocent child can redeem the adult who has fallen in thrall to the greed 
and materialism of the industrial world. The innocent child of the Victorians, where 
the focus is on the child’s natural piety, is able to lead adults back from materialism to 
recovery of their spiritual selves. The contemporary innocents must ‘struggle with the 
dull world their merely human parents have made’ (Fiedler, 1960, p. 279). Twentieth 
century redeemers can be seen in science fiction stories set in post-apocalyptic 
worlds, brought to the brink of annihilation by the previous generation of adults. 
Madelaine Grumet sees the association between childhood and innocence as part of a 
quite deliberate process aimed at constructing children as a ‘special class born to bear 
the burden of their parent's lost innocence’ (1986, p. 89), allowing them to fulfil the 
role of redeemer as required and insulate adults from complete despair. The idea of 
the child as saviour or redeemer is discussed in detail in Chapter Three.  
 
The innocent child provides another service to the jaded adult, acting as an object or 
vehicle for personal nostalgia. As noted previously in Alice Byrnes’s comment, the 
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state of childhood ‘restores us to our truest selves’ (1995, p. 16). Exploration of an 
individual’s childhood can, in Jungian terms, bring about such a restoration. Carolyn 
Steedman (1995) and Jenny Bourne Taylor (1998) both discuss the development at 
the end of the nineteenth century of the idea that ‘the core of an individual’s psychic 
identity was his or her own lost past, or childhood’ (Steedman 1995, p. 4). The 
‘conception of childhood as a world within the mind played an important part in mid-
nineteenth century debates about the unconscious…conceiving the ‘hidden self’ as a 
fascinating and intriguing place to be explored as a secret treasure house’ (Taylor 
1998, p. 92). The recovery and nurturance of a wounded inner child is the basis for 
the self-therapy that accompanies the idea of ‘toxic shame’ mentioned by the youth 
worker Kaz in Care Factor Zero. Dear Miffy, Care Factor Zero and Junk all draw on 
the idea of the inner child as a ‘hidden self’ or ‘secret treasure house’ that needs to be 
protected from adult corruption and which contains a precious jewel, innocence. 
 
The Evangelical Movement’s idea, inherited from Puritanism, of the child born in sin 
was not sufficiently robust to prevent the development of the Romantic ideal of the 
innocent child with its associated characteristics of piety, authenticity and sexual 
purity.The notion of a truly sinful child could not capture the literary imagination 
strongly enough to oust that of the innocent child. Even the transgression of laws, 
lifting of prohibitions, and irruption of speech identified by Foucault as the means 
necessary to liberate ourselves from supposed Victorian repression have not been 
enough to completely extinguish that most resilient idea of the innocent child. 
 
The figure of the innocent youngster marches through the pages of Western literary 
heritage, not as a homogenous representation but one with shifting individual 
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characteristics. These children do not always obey their authorial directions; they are 
sexy, exuberant and desirable when they should be modest and pure and more 
recently, innocent, despite being immersed in the sordid and sexual milieu of the 
adult. The innocent children of fiction, both Victorian and from the 1990s, can 
withstand being disobedient; indeed the innocence of these children is vigorous 
enough to be maintained through violence, drug addiction and erotic experience. No 
matter what happens to the outer child, the child within a child, or ‘secret treasure 
house’, keeps revealing itself in glimpses, reminding the reader that the ‘real’ child is 
ever present. Even in extremis, when innocence is wounded and battered from the 
depredations of the adult world, it leaves an outline where it should have, or could 
have been, allowing the reader to mark its presence as firmly in the twentieth century 
as in the nineteenth century.  
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Chapter Two - The Child and Sexuality 
 
Foucault states that ‘sexuality must not be thought of as a kind of natural given that 
power tries to hold in check, or as an obscure domain which knowledge tries 
gradually to uncover. It is the name given to an historical construct’ (1976, p. 105). 
As an historical construct, what is considered acceptable sexual practice would be 
expected to change over time and from one society to another according to discoursal 
influences. This chapter will look at whether such a change has occurred in 
representations of the sexuality of fictional children and adolescents in the two 
periods under review. 
 
According to Jacqueline Rose no significant change has occurred in the depiction of 
youthful sexuality since the mid-to-late eighteenth century influence of Locke and 
Rousseau:  
it is assumed children’s fiction has grown away from this moment, 
whereas in fact children’s fiction has constantly returned to this 
moment, repeated it, and reproduced its fundamental conception of 
the child. Children’s fiction has never completely severed its links 
with a philosophy which sets up the child as a pure point of origin 
in relation to language, sexuality and the state. (1984, p. 8) 
 
Rose’s work is now over twenty years old, but even by 1984 there were authors such 
as Judy Blume who were addressing issues of sexuality for a young adolescent 
readership. Blume represented blossoming early adolescent sexuality through a string 
of characters during the 1970s in novels such as Are You There God? It’s Me 
Margaret, Deenie and Then Again Maybe I Won’t. Sexuality, which had previously 
been a taboo subject in children’s literature, was by the 1970s ‘commonplace in 
literature for the young’ according to MacLeod (1994, p. 210). It is therefore 
impossible to fully support Rose’s view that children’s literature is in stasis as there 
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have evidently been significant changes to fictional representations of youthful 
sexuality in the last two hundred years. However, I do agree with Rose that in many 
instances these changes have been merely superficial and have not had substantial 
impact on what she calls the ‘fundamental conception of the child’ that began to be 
established in the late eighteenth century. This conception of the child required the 
‘overt presentation of innocence to suppress and deny the presence of sexuality’ 
(Lesnik-Oberstein 1994, p. 162). The ‘suppression and denial’ of youthful sexuality 
has to some extent been lifted in twentieth century young adult fiction and the idea of 
a sexually active pre-adult is frequently incorporated in novels for this age group. 
However, the sexual licence that has been allowed young adults is undermined in 
many novels by the rendering of the sexually active character either as a victim or the 
depiction of the sexual activity as problematic, pathological or simply banal. This 
renders sexual activity a less powerful indicator of lost innocence than it would be if 
it were performed by an adolescent represented as knowing and masterful; enjoyed 
with erotic delectation and carrying no unfortunate consequences. In the twentieth 
century novels looked at in this chapter, adolescent sexuality, while no longer denied, 
is neutralised as a true indicator of change in constructions of the child by its lack of 
erotic content. True agential power in negotiating sexual relationships and in the 
practice of sexual activity is not apparent in the novels looked at, thereby reducing the 
degree of difference between Victorian and twentieth century representations of 
children.  
 
Within both nineteenth and twentieth century fiction for the young the power that 
manifests in the relationships between child and adult characters can be seen to 
produce particular images of childish or youthful sexuality. The heightened sensuality 
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of Victorian fiction produces children who, while devoid of deliberate sexual agency, 
are often highly eroticised. The Romantic Movement’s insistence on the innocence of 
the child permitted a degree of erotic objectification in Victorian fiction that is 
acceptable only when the reader fully understands that this does not implicate the 
child in conscious seduction or deliberately position the child as an object of 
titillation. The purity of children as represented in Victorian fiction shields them from 
any connotations the sensuality of the writing may inadvertently suggest.  
 
Twentieth century discourse acknowledges the sexuality of children and adolescents 
more openly; sexual experience and discovery of sexual identity are a sometimes 
controversial, but accepted and expected subject for young adult fiction. Despite the 
overt sexuality of fictional youth in the 1990s, the sensuality and sense of an 
exuberant physical presence created in novels such as Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm 
(Wiggin, 1903), Little Lord Fauntleroy (Burnett, 1886), Elsie Dinsmore (Finley 
1867), The Wide, Wide World (Warner, 1850) and Captain January (Richards, 1890) 
are decidedly lacking in modern stories such as Shoovy Jed (Stuart, 1997), Killing 
Aurora (Barnes, 1999) Tomorrow, When The War Began (Marsden, 1993) or Sleeping 
Dogs (Hartnett, 1995). Late twentieth century characters may be sexually active but 
the diminished sensuality of their experiences suggests authors of the 1990s are no 
more willing to represent a fully sexual young adult than their predecessors. Both the 
nineteenth century construct of the ‘sexually innocent child’ and the twentieth century 
image of the child as ‘sexual victim’ render youthful sexuality in forms acceptable to 
the cultures that produced them. 
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Lesnik-Oberstein describes Freud’s concept of the child’s sexuality as being 
‘bisexual, polymorphous, and perverse’ (1994, p. 160). This form of sexuality is 
‘never fully removed from, or resolved, in the unconscious of the adult. Therefore the 
adult is, unconsciously, threatened by this childish sexuality, and attempts to control 
it’ (Lesnik-Oberstein 1994, p. 161). Victorian children’s fiction did not overtly 
represent the young as sexually active. The Victorians may have denied the existence 
of youthful sexuality, fearing that they would be overwhelmed if it were 
acknowledged and embraced. Attempts to control the sexuality of the young took 
place in the Victorian period but far from eliminating it, the attention served to create 
a multiplicity of youthful sexual subjectivities. Foucault mentions specifically the use 
of panoptic architecture in the buildings of boys schools, the monitoring and 
timetabling of activities to control the sexual activities of school boys and the ‘effort 
at elimination’ of children’s masturbation (1976, pp. 28 and 42). Possibly the 
exclusion of representations of overtly sexual children and adolescents in Victorian 
children’s fiction is part of this controlling mechanism as identified by Foucault. 
 
Late twentieth century authors, in a post-Freudian world, cannot credibly deny the 
sexuality of adolescents in fictional representations even if they should wish to. 
However, many recent authors manage to acknowledge sexuality in the young and 
incorporate it into works of fiction, without altering the older association between 
youth and innocence, but instead they change the nature and significance of youthful 
sexuality. Sexuality has been transformed from the defining moment in the fall from 
innocence to experience, into an event signifying meanings other than the individual’s 
loss of innocence, such as the failure of society to look after children, the status of the 
young as victims and psychological disturbance.  
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As noted in the previous chapter on innocence, recent authors create characters that 
behave in ways that superficially appear to contradict the innocent ideal. Yet, in 
effect, behaviour such as juvenile delinquency can function to support a claim for 
innocence in the characters from 1990s fiction. Similarly, engaging in sexual activity 
does not necessarily confer a lack of innocence. Representations of sexual behaviour 
are now, in some novels, used to indicate the adolescent as social victim and 
adolescence as problematic, or are so sanitised that such representations lack any 
drama or significance. Sexual behaviour in the Anglo literary tradition of the texts 
considered in this thesis is no longer represented as the primary indicator marking the 
transition from childhood to adulthood, and therefore no longer has to define loss of 
innocence.  
 
Leslie Fiedler argues that the ‘Good Bad Boy’ of fiction (discussed in the previous 
chapter) is not, 
to our moral imagination less innocent, merely permitted a new 
innocence, that of sex…he is allowed now a certain amount of good 
clean sex (not as the basis of a relationship but as a kind of 
exhibition of prowess) and forbidden in return an equivalent amount 
of good clean violence. (1960, p. 271) 
 
Fiedler has very little to say about the ‘Good Bad Girl’ of contemporary fiction other 
than she ‘seems the trollop in Chapter 1 but proves the victim of appearances before 
the conclusion’, neatly allowing the author to explore issues of sexuality whilst 
preserving the heroine’s innocence (1960, p. 267). Fiedler is comparing mid-twentieth 
century American fictional youths to those in mid-to-late nineteenth century 
American novels such as The Lamplighter, The Wide, Wide World and The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. In more recent times, even more so than when 
Fiedler was writing, sexual experimentation by teenagers, male or female, is not seen 
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unequivocally as a fall from innocence. In the The Dead of the Night (1994), the 
second novel of the Tomorrow, When the War Began series by John Marsden, it is the 
violence witnessed and perpetrated by the teenagers that threatens to change them 
irrevocably and cause them to lose their known selves. Sex is of consequence but 
does not arouse angst in equal measure to that felt by Ellie, the novel’s narrator, as a 
reaction to her own violence and the violence of her friends. Through her desire to kill 
the soldiers Ellie has become an ‘animal’ (p. 44): she wants to prove that she isn’t a 
‘bad person, even if [she] did kill people’ (p. 73). After deliberately killing an 
individual soldier for the first time Ellie experiences a dark shadow hanging over her 
and wonders if this is how her life will be ‘from now on’ (p. 64). The killing marks a 
turning point, a point after which everything will be different. In the evening after the 
killing Ellie reflects, ‘ once you have lost your innocence you never get it back’ (p. 
69). There is continual discussion between the group members about what they have 
done and if it is right or wrong and how it will affect them; Fi asks, ‘What’s this doing 
to us? What’s going to become of us?’ (p. 169), Lee wonders if now he has killed 
once he will find it easier next time. Lee’s desire for revenge on the soldiers and his 
lack of compassion for them trouble Ellie, who says ‘Oh Lee, I was getting scared of 
you. You seemed like you had changed so much’ (p. 158). His desire for her has no 
such formidable or threatening element and does not appear as a new and unknown 
part of his character; discovering within oneself the ability to kill another human 
being in self-defence, and/or defence of your country is represented in this novel as a 
far more profoundly life changing experience than the shared experience of sexual 
pleasure. 
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After her first experience of sexual intercourse with Lee, Ellie’s feelings are far less 
profound than after the death of the soldier and the experience does not change her 
self-perception. It is the practical aspect of a sexual relationship that bothers Ellie 
rather than the moral or spiritual. Ellie ‘decides’ to submit to her feelings of desire for 
Lee, but even the submission is done in a controlled way, and despite her increasing 
excitement, Ellie considers the implications of what she is about to do and insists that 
Lee stop and get a condom. There is nothing ‘animalistic’ about their sexual intimacy, 
nothing wild or out of control, nothing in fact that the Victorians need have been 
worried about. Afterwards, Ellie wonders if she has changed, if she was a new person, 
‘but nothing magic seemed to have happened’ (p. 212). Approximately one month 
after the consummation of the relationship with Lee, Ellie says they are so used to 
each other they are like ‘an old married couple’; they have made love five times 
(about once a week) and Ellie describes it as ‘nice’ (p. 269). There is no passionate, 
out of control, adolescent lust; this is mature, considered and slightly boring grown-up 
sex, and is only permitted by Ellie subject to the availability of condoms. 
 
Non-Sexual Sensuality 
Despite the Victorian novel’s insistence on innocence, the nineteenth century child 
was nevertheless eroticised. Characters in such works as Little Lord Fauntleroy 
(1886), Elsie Dinsmore (1867) and Melbourne House (1864) from the latter part of 
the nineteenth century are eroticised by the sensuality of adult focalised observations. 
Although effectively prevented from having any agency within the sexual realm, the 
child was not protected from being the object of a covert eroticised gaze. Their hyper-
innocence only serves to add piquancy to the disturbing contrast of the unworldly 
child cast as a desirable object; titillating yet respectable. The attempt, through 
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fiction, to control youthful sexuality resulted in the construction of an innocent, yet 
desirable child. 
 
The Victorians, despite being loath to acknowledge the sexuality of children, indulge 
in luscious, sentimental and sexy descriptions of fictional children, and frequently 
gaze with a lingering, loving eye over children’s bodies. Physical beauty is an 
acknowledged attribute of youth, and legitimately celebrated. Even at six months old 
Ceddie Fauntleroy had ‘big brown eyes and long eyelashes and a darling little face’ 
(p. 5). Mr Havisham, the lawyer, on his first sight of Ceddie Fauntleroy ‘experienced 
a revulsion of feeling that was quite exciting. He recognised in an instant that here 
was one of the finest and handsomest little fellows he had ever seen. His beauty was 
something unusual. He had a strong, lithe, graceful little body and a manly little face’ 
(p. 25).  
 
Compare this with a description of the adolescent Web, in Killing Aurora (1999): ‘her 
nose and lips are a perky shade of red in the cold…skin flakes off around her nose and 
forehead. Her hands are red and chapped’ (p. 6). Teenage girls in Care Factor Zero 
(1997) have a ‘white, pasty look that [comes] from a diet of junk food, drugs and bad 
living’ (p. 59); Shoovy Jed (1997) has ‘jug ears… spots ...and bitten nails’ (p. 96). 
Even when the poor street children of the nineteenth century are described they are 
never completely unattractive and always have some redeeming feature no matter 
how destitute they may be. Although Jim Lawrence, motherless son of an alcoholic 
father, from the temperance tale Reuben Touchett’s Granddaughter (1883), lives in 
direst poverty, he is nevertheless a 
bright faced lad, with a fair fresh complexion; his blue eyes were 
sunny and clear as a morning sky; his hair was curly, of a warm 
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chestnut hue, inclining to red. He was thin, but he looked healthy 
and strong; and though his clothes were old they had been brushed 
and mended, and his hands and face were clean. In short he was an 
attractive looking boy, with a singularly frank and honest 
expression. (p. 8) 
 
There appears to be no authorial desire to indict a cruel and callous society by 
describing children as its ugly and malformed product. Hesba Stretton’s novel Little 
Meg’s Children (1868), published by the Religious Tract Society of London (as was 
Reuben Touchett’s Granddaughter) describes children living in extreme poverty. The 
social conditions of London are lamented but there is no open condemnation of 
society although its effects on Little Meg and her siblings are clear:  
It was a wan, sickly baby, with an old face, closely resembling 
Meg’s own, and meagre limbs, which looked as if they would never 
gain strength enough to bear the weight of the puny body; but from 
time to time a smile kindled suddenly upon the thin face, and shone 
out of the serious eyes – a smile so serious and sweet… . (p. 30) 
 
Life in the London slums may be cruel but it cannot destroy the radiance of childhood 
as it is represented in Victorian fiction, a radiance that barely glimmers in modern 
characters. 
 
The following description of Star Bright in the novel Captain January (Richards 
1890) is focalised through her adopted father, the Captain: 
…a little girl about ten years old, with a face of almost startling 
beauty. Her hair floated like a cloud of pale gold about her 
shoulders; her eyes were blue…that soft, deep, shadowy blue that 
poets love to call violet. Wonderful eyes, shaded by long curved 
lashes of deepest black, which fell on the soft, rose-and-ivory tinted 
cheek… . (p.7) 
 
Star, like Ceddie Fauntleroy, is unconscious of her beauty and of its effect on the 
adults who gaze so lovingly at her. Looking good has only positive consequences for 
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nineteenth century characters; the adult attention it attracts within the text is benign. 
Twentieth century characters that are beautiful, such as Larceny in Care Factor Zero 
or Michelle Willow in Sleeping Dogs also attract adult attention, but their beauty 
casts them as victims of monstrous adults. Beauty and sexuality are a lethal 
combination for these girls; it turns them into prey.  
 
The nineteenth century fiction dwells far more on the sensual enjoyment of the body 
than does the recent fiction. Descriptions of bodily pleasure and comfort are frequent; 
simple pleasure in warmth and food is common. Ellen’s first breakfast at her aunt’s 
house in The Wide, Wide World (Warner 1850) is a gastronomic delight, ‘never was 
coffee so good as this country coffee; nor anything so excellent as the brown bread 
and butter, both as sweet as bread and butter could be; neither was any cookery so 
entirely satisfactory as Miss Fortune’s fried pork and potatoes’ (p. 106). Compare this 
with Aurora’s attempt to eat dinner, ‘Aurora cuts a tiny charred corner of meat and 
puts it into her mouth. It feels repulsive – sinew and solidified fat’ (Killing Aurora 
1999, p. 132). In both instances the food the girls eat is provided for them by their 
parents or guardians as part of their duty to nurture the bodies of their children. The 
response of the girls to their meals is indicative of the relationships they have with 
adults: Aurora is repulsed and disgusted by all adults she encounters; Ellen, on the 
other hand, tries hard to acquire adult skills and spends almost all her time in the 
company of adults. As the food becomes the body of the child it is also representative 
of the adolescent body developing towards adulthood; Aurora’s anorexia is indicative 
of her rejection of growing up while Ellen’s hearty appetite suggests her willingness 
to become a woman and thus fulfil all the needs of her adoptive brother, later to 
become husband, John. Ellen appears to be completely oblivious to the potential 
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sexual element in her relationship with John, yet she welcomes her development 
towards womanhood; Aurora is represented as sexually aware but through her fierce 
punishment of her body rejects this sign of adulthood. 
 
When suffering bodies are described, as they frequently are in the nineteenth century, 
the suffering is contrasted with moments of physical ease. Polly Touchett (Reuben 
Touchett’s Granddaughter) wanders the English countryside with her violent, 
alcoholic mother in mid-winter. Despite the extreme and dire circumstances Polly 
manages to find comfort in a church sermon she hears from outside. Standing in the 
snow, her dinner that night is dry bread, which she munches contentedly (p. 145). 
Discomfort in stories such as Jessica’s First Prayer, Little Meg and Reuben 
Touchett’s Granddaughter is physical and the result of poverty, not the mental 
anguish of the middle class such as in Killing Aurora, Shoovy Jed and Dear Miffy. 
Twentieth century writers, on the other hand, frequently depict the bodies of 
adolescent characters as a source of pain and embarrassment. They are starved, 
bullied, and abused. Rarely is the body presented to the reader for his or her 
delectation, as was the young body in the nineteenth century. When their bodies do 
provide pleasure for adolescent characters in 1990s fiction there are frequently 
disastrous consequences. For Tony in Dear Miffy (1997), for Jordan and Michelle 
Willow in Sleeping Dogs (1995) and for Susan and Brian in Fat Boy Saves the World 
(1998) punishment follows physical pleasure swiftly and surely. The problematizing 
of beauty and of the enjoyment of physical pleasure position readers to be suspect of 
their own physicality. For adolescents in recent fiction aspects of physical experience 
such as appearance and food are implicated in a complex web of social meaning, and 
cannot be enjoyed simply and unselfconsciously as a natural extension of the self. 
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Now that sex is tackled explicitly in fiction the youthful body is sterile and sanitised, 
not a site of pleasure but of pain.  
 
Rationalising of Sex 
Today it is generally accepted that the young are sexually active. Realistic fiction is 
obliged to include sexual references to create verisimilitude, yet sex is frequently 
written about in an un-erotic, non-sensual way. Even in books that do depict sexual 
activity between young characters, sex is controlled and sanctioned. In Shade’s 
Children (1997) the teenage characters are in a future world bereft of an adult 
population, yet they have institutionalised a system of sex according to a roster. In 
another science fiction novel, The Adonis Strategy (1989), the teenage protagonist, 
Matt, a rock star, has a female companion supplied for him by his adult management 
team, as a method of controlling his assumed teenage promiscuity. Ellie in John 
Marsden’s Tomorrow, When The War Began (1993) series worries in a preternaturally 
responsible way about the availability of condoms in a post-apocalyptic world, and of 
the damage a sexual relationship may do to her friendship with Lee. When they 
finally do ‘do it’ the language used is so prosaic that it loses all power to arouse: 
…when he was ready I hugged him to me and nibbled his ear for a 
minute, before wrapping my legs around him. After that it went ok; 
not great, but ok. Lee got a bit clumsy, just from nerves I think, and 
that made me a bit nervous…by the time he was really in me he 
couldn’t hold on any longer, and after that he wasn’t as 
passionate… . (The Dead of the Night, p. 210) 
 
The language in this passage does not indicate any great sense of arousal in either Lee 
or Ellie; it is completely lacking any visual or physical description and contains no 
dialogue between the couple that could have indicated their feelings at the time. The 
next line of text describes Ellie’s orgasm: ‘I made him be a bit more creative, until I’d 
had enough too’ (p. 210), the utter lack of excitement conveyed by this sentence is 
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quite incongruous in light of its actual subject matter. Marsden then concludes the 
encounter by having Ellie reflect, in a trite cliché on female sexuality, that although 
she was sorry the sex had not been better she ‘enjoyed the cuddling’; as Heather 
Scutter remarks in regards to Tomorrow, When the War Began, ‘sexuality is textually 
inscribed with preposterous banality’ (1999, p. 172). In this scene and in the 
representations of sexual activity in the other twentieth century novels previously 
mentioned, the self-control displayed by young characters and their willing 
submission to the timetabling of their sexual activity, ease adolescent readers towards 
acceptance of adult imposed restraints on their behaviours. In this way fiction serves 
to control youthful sexuality as Lesnik-Oberstein argues adults intend it to do. 
 
Forbidden Words 
Sex in these recent young adult novels can be rendered morally acceptable if it is 
written about without indicating depravity or licentiousness in young characters and if 
it refrains from titillation. Foucault, referring to Christian doctrine of the seventeenth 
century, descries the ‘forbidding of certain words, the decency of expressions, all the 
censorings of vocabulary’ that are used to render sex ‘morally acceptable and 
technically useful’ (1979, p. 21). The vocabulary used to refer to and describe sexual 
acts in young adult fiction from the 1990s can be seen to adhere to this seventeenth 
century dictum. One example of this censoring is the limited range of body parts 
referred to when adolescents have sexual intercourse in the novels, The Dead of the 
Night, The Best Thing and Closed Stranger. The catalogue includes stomachs, necks, 
chests, ribcages, legs, nipples (male and female, one instance only), knees and breasts 
(twice in The Best Thing). None mention genitalia, euphemistically or otherwise. The 
characters may tell the reader how aroused they are but the physical signs are not 
 77
reported even from the most detailed first person narrations. The passage quoted 
previously from The Dead of the Night is indicative of such sanitising. 
 
The Best Thing, in particular, has a strong focus on sex. Young teenager Mel meets 
Pug and spends the first summer of their acquaintance in an ‘orgy of …sex’ (p. 48). 
The initial part of their relationship occurs almost exclusively in Pug’s bedroom. It is 
a refuge for Mel as the other parts of her life collapse; she ‘escapes’ to Pug, he is her 
only ‘comfort’; he has ‘saved [her] life’ (p. 72). Their regular sex life is a significant 
part of this bedroom bound liaison and Mel wonders, ‘where would I be without my 
weekly ♀♂?’ (p. 52). Despite the number of times they have sex, the value Mel 
places on sexual intercourse and the fact that it results in her being pregnant, she only 
ever refers to it by the symbols ‘ ♀♂’ and she never describes the sexual act in 
anything other than imprecise and general terms. The restrained language with which 
the sex scenes between Mel and Pug are narrated leave them with little or no sense of 
erotic urgency or passionate physicality. When Mel surprises her father and Ricky, 
her mother’s best friend, having sex on the couch in the family home, her description 
is far more graphic than those of herself and Pug: ‘Dad’s legs slew off to the floor. 
His white bum parked between Ricky’s bent knees, his trousers half way down. 
Beyond the shadow of his balls, parts of Ricky glisten…She’s panting, and so’s he, 
from their exertions’ (p. 59, original emphasis). In a reversal of the usual roles it is the 
parents who have illicit sex, who are guilty and frightened, while Mel’s relationship 
with Pug and her pregnancy are sanctioned and even encouraged when she finally 
tells her parents. 
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To make the sex between Mel and Pug ‘morally safe’ and ‘technically useful’ it must 
not be too arousing as it would then distract the reader from its real purpose: to 
provide a medium through which to display Mel’s irresponsibility and immaturity. 
Mel is using Pug and sex as an oasis of pleasure in the chaos of her life, but like those 
other external crutches, drugs and alcohol, irresponsible use has serious 
consequences, in this case pregnancy. And Mel is represented as irresponsible; 
despite an earlier miscarried pregnancy, which causes her endless misery at school, 
and the regularity of her sex life, Mel forgets so often to take her contraceptive pills 
that she stops bothering and takes no action even though she has not had a period for 
four months, making it too late to terminate the pregnancy. The reader is encouraged 
to accept that sex is not only about pleasure, but also responsibility. One of the ways 
in which the novel does this is by interspersing the narrative, a journal-style account 
focalised and narrated by Mel, with factual paragraphs detailing the process of 
conception and the brain damage experienced by boxers, Pug’s occupation. These 
graphic, scientific inserts juxtaposed with Mel’s words lead the reader to see the 
irresponsibility and escapism in Mel’s view of the world. 
 
Dear Miffy also has a strong focus on a sexual relationship, that between teenage 
protagonists Tony and Miffy. Languishing in an institution as he recovers from the 
severing of both his legs in a suicide attempt, Tony writes to Miffy reminiscing about 
their relationship. Author John Marsden uses language more graphic than that in the 
other novels mentioned. To do otherwise would be incongruous with the cultural 
milieu in which Tony has grown up. However, Tony manages to describe with great 
relish his sexual experiences without male or female genitals being named, either 
correctly or euphemistically. Marsden may be as coy as other authors when it comes 
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to physical detail of sexual intercourse but he is more forthcoming on the physiology 
of desire and erotic longing. Sex in Dear Miffy is not rendered ‘morally acceptable’ 
primarily through the sanitising of the language used to describe it, but becomes 
acceptable and useful through its effect as a cautionary tale. This renders the 
adolescent sexual experience represented in the novel as acceptable to cultural 
gatekeepers such as teachers, librarians and parents and useful in its example to 
readers. 
 
Sex in Marsden’s novel is used as a warning almost as dire as Victorian doctor 
William Acton’s warnings against masturbation; an indulgence that he claimed led to 
afflictions such as ‘impotence, consumption, curvature of the spine, and …insanity’ 
(Marcus 1976, p. 20). Tony’s mistake is to allow himself to be used by someone like 
Miffy, to be tempted by the lure of sex with an upper class girl who is using him as ‘a 
weapon against [her] mother’ (p. 107), a girl who only wants him because he is the 
‘opposite of the kind of guy your parents’d want’ and as a way of saying ‘fuck you’ to 
her parents (p. 61). Tony is caught in bed with Miffy by her mother; the mother’s 
anger, his violent response and Miffy’s betrayal are the direct cause of Tony’s horrific 
suicide attempt. Tony makes other mistakes, such as not talking about his problems, 
but his sexual relationship with Miffy is what ultimately brings him undone. The 
direct causal link between Tony’s relationship with Miffy and his suicide attempt, 
indicate to the reader that suicide is a consequence of the relationship. The degree to 
which Tony enjoyed sex prior to his suicide attempt is mirrored by how devastated he 
is afterwards when he thinks of sex as a ‘poison that flows through your system’ (p. 
34), and remembering eventually leaves him feeling like he wants to die (p. 35). 
Tony’s negative attitude to sex after his accident indicates that he believes 
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succumbing to his desire for Miffy caused his accident, thereby presenting the loss of 
his legs as a punishment for his sexual activity. 
 
The use of Tony’s life as a cautionary tale is not the only Victorian aspect to Dear 
Miffy. A ‘characteristic Victorian tone’ is one ‘resonant of danger, doom and 
disaster…and tells us of a world hedged in with difficulty and pain, a world of harsh 
efforts and iron consequences. In such a world reality is conceived of as identical with 
pain….it is a world of nemesis, of unbreakable chains of consequence…in which the 
first false step leads irresistibly to the last’ (Marcus 1976, pp. 17-19). This tone comes 
through clearly in Dear Miffy. Throughout the text a doom-laden atmosphere of an 
inexorable downward spiral is created: 
You know those movies where something bad, something real bad, 
is about to happen, and the sky gets darker and darker and this 
music starts, and it’s always the same kind of music, real 
threatening, real scary…It’s like you can feel the wings of the dark 
angel beating over your head and you know something terrible’s 
coming and there’s nothing, not one fucking thing, you can do to 
stop it? That’s what it was like with us Miff. (pp. 55-6) 
 
Tony is powerless to stop the chain of events. Even before he meets Miffy his life is a 
failure; as his teacher Hammond says, ‘Great future for you, Tony, you’ll be in jail by 
the time you’re eighteen,’ ‘You’ve got no hope, son...’ (p. 28). The inescapable 
consequences of Tony’s actions take him surely, step-by-step to towards the dismal 
future that has been predicted for him. After stabbing his father’s girlfriend Tony 
says, ‘that’s why it’s all ended like this, I reckon. None of this would have happened. 
I went from being a naughty boy to a juvenile fucking delinquent’ (p. 31). Tony’s 
world is definitely one where reality is identical with pain, and life is a ‘sickness’ (p. 
32) to get through as fast as possible. The world from which Tony has the hubris to 
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try and escape through Miffy is a ‘scungy world full of shit where you fought in the 
gutter just to stay alive, just to score another dollar’ (p. 48). 
 
Dear Miffy contextualises Tony’s life through his relationship with Miffy, and it is 
this relationship that causes him most harm. Tony’s attack on Miffy’s mother causes 
him to be locked up in a correctional institution at the novel’s end, but this attack is 
made because Miffy’s mother threatens Tony’s relationship with Miffy. Fiedler’s 
‘Good Bad Boy’ was allowed a ‘certain amount of good clean sex (not as the basis of 
a relationship but as a kind of exhibition of prowess)’ (1960, p. 271). Tony’s sexual 
experience prior to Miffy could accurately be described as an ‘exhibition of prowess’. 
In his letters to Miffy, Tony recounts his experiences, of which the following is a 
sample: ‘I rooted Kylie to do her a favour, she was after me for months. Christ she 
was ugly, but. Then we pulled a train on Sharon one night when we were off our 
faces’ (p. 73). Tony’s relationship with Miffy is distinctly different to these previous 
encounters; gross and grotesque as Tony’s previous sexual experience is, it is 
represented to the reader as ‘safe’ in comparison to what happens with Miffy. The 
novel certainly represents adolescents as sexual but it also positions readers to be 
wary of certain types of sexual relationships. That Tony is punished for his 
relationship with Miffy but not for his misogynistic one-night stands is a peculiarly 
negative way to represent teenage sexuality to an expected readership of adolescents. 
One possible reading of this is that sex within a monogamous, loving relationship is 
‘adult sex’; while irresponsible sex with multiple partners is ‘adolescent sex’, or a 
phase that individuals go through before they achieve a mature sexual partnership. 
The logical extension of this is that Tony has been punished for engaging in an adult 
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sexual practice inappropriate to his age and maturity. The following passage supports 
this particular reading: 
Maybe when you’re as much in love as we were it can’t never last, 
Miff. Maybe the only ones that last are the ones that aren’t that 
serious, you know, the ones that are just mucking around. The ones 
that are only out for a good time, like I was before I met you. 
Maybe when you’re our age you aren’t meant to get serious. (p. 79) 
 
The Victorian fear of uncontrolled sexuality exposes a belief that desire cannot be 
controlled rationally and that sex is an animalistic urge, associated with the world of 
nature, not of the civilized. To quote Anne Scott MacLeod’s description of nineteenth 
century American society: ‘[t]he absence of a fixed social order, the lightness of the 
law, the fluidity of economic and social life, all threatened to leave individuals 
without defined relations to one another’ (1994, p. 23). Urbanization led to poor 
living standards and overcrowding was rife; the fear of paedophilia and of sexualised 
children stemmed from this perceived laxity in the structure and morals of society. 
The construction of the romantic, innocent child in the fiction of the nineteenth 
century was a means by which to prevent an association being made between 
childhood and sordid, uncontrolled sexuality. The conceptualisation of the child as 
devoid of sexual feeling, or the ability to inspire this in others, dis-empowers the child 
reader sexually, in the same way that the myth of the ‘angel in the house’ robs women 
of an erotic persona. Similarly, the repeated depiction of the child as the epitome of 
non-sexual, unworldly innocence denies the existence of any libidinous element 
within the child’s nature. Entrenched in the domestic sphere women are seen to be 
‘clothed in moral beauty’ (Ellis 1839, p. 30), they were ‘protected against worldly 
evils and ‘possess a secret [moral] influence’ that can counteract the natural depravity 
of men (Ellis 1839, p. 73). The fear of this sexual aggression being directed towards 
children is argued by James Kincaid to have resulted in the Victorians’ 
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sentimentalised conception of the innocent child (1992, p. 198). The idea that adults 
feared the sexuality of children is discussed in greater detail in the following chapter 
in reference to the fictional child’s role as a saviour. 
 
However, Rousseau’s concept of the ‘bon savage’ provided a link between the ideas 
of natural immorality and innocence, highlighting the sense of the primal, 
uncontrolled and irrational in childish appetites, thus causing further need to assert the 
asexuality of the child. Sara Thornton, commenting on constructions of childhood in 
Victorian fiction, argues that the representation of the Victorian fictional child as 
innocent is an attempt to ‘tame’ and ‘control’ the ‘[a]rtlessness and barbarous 
spontaneity [which] is the domain of the child [and] other ‘savages’’ (Thornton 1998, 
p. 137). In the late twentieth century novels looked at so far in this chapter, Dear 
Miffy, The Dead of the Night, Shade’s Children and The Adonis Strategy, the 
adolescent characters are not sexually innocent. However, the representation of sexual 
activity as variously devoid of eroticism, a rational and/or planned act, or as existing 
in age-appropriate forms functions to ‘tame’ and ‘control’ these representations. 
Teenage sexuality in these novels is depicted in ways that teach the reader to 
understand the socially acceptable limits of sexual activity and sexual activity is 
categorised as social, intellectual and sophisticated, rather than aligned with the 
natural or instinctive. These twentieth century novels perpetuate the idea that 
adolescent sexuality is something that can and should be ‘tamed’ and ‘controlled’, a 
notion central to the construction of the innocent child in Victorian fiction. 
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The Sensuality of the Victorian Innocent Child  
The glorification of the physical child in the Victorian era and this child’s elevated 
status in literary works does not protect it from an objectifying gaze. In fact, these 
elements provided the mechanism and the focus for such a gaze by 
…insisting so loudly on the innocence, purity, and asexuality of the 
child, we have created a subversive echo; experience, corruption, 
eroticism. More than that, by attributing to the child the central 
features of desirability in our culture – purity, innocence, emptiness, 
Otherness – we have made absolutely essential figures who would 
enact this desire: the paedophile. (Kincaid 1992, p. 5) 
 
Kincaid states that this child was ‘assembled in reference to desire, [and] built up in 
erotic manufactories’ by the Victorians and that we have been ‘labouring ever since, 
for at least two centuries, both to deny that horrible and lovely product and to 
maintain it’ (1992, p. 4). The peculiar mix of knowingness and sanitised, un-erotic 
sexuality that can be seen in the more recent young adult fiction reflects this attempt 
to simultaneously deny and maintain the innocent child. 
 
The series of Elsie Dinsmore novels functions as one of the Victorian ‘erotic 
manufactories’ that Kincaid mentions; through Elsie’s relationship with her father and 
other adults in the novels a child is constructed who is both pure and desirable. Elsie 
Dinsmore is the first in a series of twenty-eight novels by Martha Finley published 
between 1867 and 1905 and was read widely by children and adults in America and 
England. Peter Hunt, in his anthology of nineteenth century children’s literature, says 
that with the publication of the Elsie novels the ‘adolescent novel’ was born (2001, p. 
194). The widespread influence of the series, as both the progenitor of a genre and the 
creator of the stereotype of the pious, redemptive child, endows the novels with the 
status of ‘manufactory’. That the product was a representation of an eroticised yet 
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innocent child (‘chaste eroticism’ according to Gillian Avery -1994, p. 114) is made 
clear in the discussion to follow. 
 
The first novel in the series tells the story of Elsie’s trials within the family of her 
paternal grandfather and the return of her father, whom she has never met. Elsie is an 
extremely pious and obedient child who is teased and persecuted by her more 
boisterous cousins. Elsie longs for the arrival of her father, seeing in him a possible 
saviour, but when he finally does arrive, their relationship is characterized by 
misunderstanding and rejection. Elsie is portrayed as a paragon of Victorian virtue, a 
characterisation incompatible with any suggestion of her as a sexual being. Yet for the 
modern reader the intensity of her physical relationship with her father is impossible 
to read without an appreciation of its erotic and sensual content. The authorial forces 
that would shape Elsie as the epitome of purity and incorruptible childish innocence 
have also created a precocious physical presence. Elsie is the embodiment of physical 
difference and desirability and an individual made dangerous by her lack of control 
and lack of understanding of her own physicality. 
 
John Rowe Townsend captures the nineteenth century atmosphere of sensuality 
perfectly in this paragraph about Elsie Dinsmore:  
…the fascinating thing about Elsie is that although she is so pure, 
and the tone of the books is religious and uplifting, the reader 
nevertheless can wallow in emotion and sensuality while 
contemplating those beautiful large soft eyes, forever falling with 
tears; that slender frame forever being clasped to Father’s breast for 
kisses and fondlings. This is perhaps the literary equivalent of ‘tonic 
wine’, which you can drink without guilt but which is quite highly 
alcoholic. (1990, p. 59) 
 
This description of Elsie could equally be applied to Ellen in The Wide, Wide World 
who cries torrentially throughout the novel, twelve times by the end of the second 
 86
chapter, and has a similarly sexually charged relationship with her adopted brother 
John.  
 
The efforts the text makes to construct Elsie as innocent simultaneously create an 
erotic aspect to her. One of these techniques is to establish Elsie’s isolation amongst 
the other characters and her difference from them. Elsie frequently laments her status 
as alone, friendless, and parentless. On meeting Miss Allison Rose, a visitor to her 
grandparent’s home, she exclaims: ‘Will you love me? Oh! How glad I am…I have 
nobody to love me but poor old mammy’ (p. 20). Again when Miss Rose leaves she 
sobs: ‘Oh! Miss Rose, dear, dear Miss Rose, what shall I do without you?…I shall 
have nobody to love me now but mammy’ (p. 54). This isolation highlights Elsie’s 
vulnerability, weakness and need for protection. She needs someone bigger and 
stronger to take care of her. She invites the reader to be this person and to love her.  
 
Elsie is, on several occasions, watched and discussed by the adults around her. She is 
observed as a unique specimen, and through this scrutiny objectified. The contrast 
between Elsie and the other children is frequently highlighted. On her first meeting 
with Mr Travilla, her father’s friend whom she later marries, her reticent, shy and 
restrained behaviour is contrasted with her cousin’s exuberance. Her quietness and 
difference from the other children draw Mr Travilla’s attention to her and increase her 
desirability. 
 
Her body is repeatedly described in terms of its diminutive size, its whiteness, beauty 
and frailty: ‘she was standing in her white night-dress, the tiny white feet just peeping 
from under it’ (p. 33); when her father goes to punish her and observes her ‘little 
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trembling hand…so soft, and white, and tender’ (p. 167), he wonders how he could 
punish anything so ‘tender and helpless’ (p. 167). Again this suggests that she is 
dependent and needs to be taken care of, thus infantilising Elsie. Tears, palpitations 
and faintness come easily and frequently, particularly in reaction to her father. On the 
announcement of his arrival the narrator tells us ‘so over-wrought were the child’s 
feelings that she nearly fainted…her heart throbbed so wildly she could scarcely 
breathe’ (p.63). Throughout the novel frequent reference is made to the intense 
physical responses her father induces and Elsie swoons repeatedly in response to her 
father’s presence. Feeling faint and experiencing palpitations seem the response of an 
older female. As Elsie is only eight years old at this point in the novel it is improbable 
that these physical symptoms could be associated with the hormonal fluctuations of 
menarche and are incongruous in one so young. 
 
In the later part of the novel when Elsie has won her father’s affection their 
relationship becomes intensely physical. Elsie’s body appears to belong to her father 
rather than being under her own command. The punishments her father imposes, the 
special diet he puts her on, the strictures about where she can and can’t go, establish 
his ownership. Her acquiescence indicates her belief in his superiority and his right to 
command her body. This physical representation of Elsie as not yet in command of 
her body and of her belief that her father has a better understanding of its needs than 
she has, also suggest sexual innocence and an unawareness of the physical processes 
of desire. There are also repeated descriptions of their sensual, physical interactions 
and Elsie’s longing for her father’s caresses: ‘a half suppressed sob; then two 
trembling lips touched his’ (p. 284); ‘he caught her in his arms and kissed her again 
and again’ (p. 228); ‘she did so hunger and thirst for one fond caress…she found 
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herself alone with him in his own room, where she had never ventured before, but 
where she had often been in her brightest dreams’ (p. 180). 
 
If a reader did not know the context of the above quote it would be easy to assume the 
couple are lovers rather than father and daughter, but to modern readers even knowing 
the story it is suggestive of incest. Only Elsie’s hyper-innocence protects her from this 
association. This picture of Elsie as physically unaware and out of control presented 
simultaneously with her intense longing for her father’s caresses and the ecstatic 
pleasure when she receives them is only acceptable when coupled with a complete 
denial of childish libido. Any suggestion that there is deliberation or knowingness in 
her flirtation with her father would be abhorrent to both Victorian and contemporary 
readers.  
 
Sexual Trauma in the Twentieth Century 
Foucault identifies the use of the confession, which started as a religious practice in 
the seventeenth century as a central technique of power (1976, pp. 20-21). He 
describes confessing as: 
…a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one does not 
confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who 
is not simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the 
confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to 
judge, punish, forgive, console and reconcile. (1976, pp. 61-62) 
 
Elsie is frequently forced by her father to tell what she thinks, feels and knows. He 
fulfils all of Foucault’s criteria of an authoritative presence, judging, punishing and 
forgiving Elsie as he sees fit. Elsie’s participation in this ritual indicates her abject 
relationship to her father.  
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Elsie’s covertly erotic relationship with her father is represented in terms of a 
relationship of power through Horace Dinsmore’s dominion over her body and mind. 
The mechanism of confession is used repeatedly to reinforce Horace Dinsmore’s 
control over his daughter. In the late twentieth century young adult fiction looked at 
in this thesis adolescent sexuality is likewise represented in the context of power 
relationships, either relationships between individuals or between individuals and 
society. In these novels the sexuality of the young is scrutinised in a similar way to 
the examination, analysis and probing that the psyche of the Victorian fictional 
children, such as Elsie, are depicted as experiencing. Modern fiction warns adolescent 
readers of the dangers of sexual experimentation, and exposes them to multiple sexual 
possibilities; the sexual options represented in fiction are frequently depicted as 
pathological and problematic rather than positive. In novels such as Closed, Stranger 
(2000), Dear Miffy (1997), Sleeping Dogs (1995) and Killing Aurora (1999) the 
image of the desirable, beautiful, eroticised yet innocent youngster has given way to a 
miserable, knowing adolescent. Sexuality that was covert yet exuberant in the 
nineteenth century is now explicit and traumatised in the twentieth.  
 
Foucault identifies a process occurring throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries towards the medicalization of children’s sexuality. This trend begins as a 
health campaign to protect society against the dangers of precocious sexuality. It is 
within the family that the sexuality of children and adolescents was first 
problematized and feminine sexuality medicalized. A continuation of this process can 
be seen in one of the Australian novels mentioned above, Killing Aurora. Aurora, the 
story’s protagonist, is a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl who develops anorexia. The 
novel describes her descent into disease and her eventual recovery. Aurora’s story is 
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paralleled by that of her school friend Web. Both girls feel out of place at school, 
uncomfortable within their families and are revolted by their changing bodies, and by 
the bodies of others. 
 
For Aurora sexuality in any form is repulsive. Thoughts of her stepfather and her 
mother having sex, the rape fantasy when she masturbates, the workmen and school 
boys who call out to her in the street are all equally vile to her. Even when she does 
experience feelings of desire for her friend Zach, the disgust she feels towards her 
own body prevents her from enjoying the sensation. All sex and sexual experience 
depicted in the novel are pathological. Both girls experience their own bodies and 
those of others as gross and grotesque. Aurora’s anorexia is an attempt to bring her 
body under control. As in Elsie Dinsmore, the young female body is shown as 
requiring discipline. Elsie’s father imposes a strict disciplinary regime on Elsie’s 
wayward body. Aurora attempts the same thing through her anorexia.  
 
In this effort to control her body, Aurora is shown as responding to the messages she 
receives from her family and from society. The girls at her school are obsessed by 
appearances, the boys in the street taunt her about the size of her bottom, and 
billboards and magazines show idealised women with unattainable body shapes. 
Aurora fallaciously believes ‘she could have stopped her breasts and hips from 
appearing if only she’d been conscientious enough’ (p. 5). She doesn’t question or 
resist; she meekly accepts and adapts to the forces that impact on her. In the same way 
that Elsie schools herself to obey her father, Aurora trains her body to starve. She 
believes that she must bring her body under control; she is unaware that it is already 
being controlled by social pressures far stronger than she is. 
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The character of Web initially appears to offer an alternative way of being a young 
woman. Web apparently cares little for her appearance and does not diet or take care 
with the way she dresses. Rather than submit to these forces that would have her 
conform to a certain feminine ideal, Web resists. Like Aurora, Web is harassed by 
schoolboys and the men on the building site. But unlike Aurora, Web’s response is a 
cheerful ‘one-fingered benediction to the tech boys’ (p. 6) and she swears back at the 
men on the building site. She is repulsed by her sister’s boyfriend and blows up his 
car, she defaces billboards depicting unrealistic images of women, and she transforms 
a graffiti image of a penis by adding an enormous vagina. However, Web’s rejection 
of idealised femininity is not represented as a positive stance; rather it is a defence 
mechanism used by Web to cope with her feelings of inadequacy. Her aggressive 
refusal to compete with the other girls is driven by a sense of failure and is not 
indicative of self-acceptance. Web is depicted as friendless and unpopular; she is 
unattractive and unhygienic and there is nothing appealing in her naturalness. Her 
contempt for ‘girliness’ is pretence, an attempt to show that she doesn’t care about her 
appearance, when in fact she does, deeply: ‘she thinks about her nearly permanent 
tearful state, and about the way she can’t seem to help getting bloodstains on her 
underpants, and the way her breasts jiggle when she walks, and how other girls giggle 
at her and nobody really likes her, and she does care, she actually does’ (p. 173). Web 
is in fact entranced by Aurora’s girliness, femininity and prettiness; her first 
impression of Aurora is: ‘pink plump lips…round grey eyes…soft brown hair in 
waves that curl round Aurora’s neck’ (p. 13). 
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Web’s resistance and Aurora’s acceptance are equally formative. Web’s refusal to 
pander to male desire by manipulating her appearance, her disgust for men generally 
and her adoration of Aurora signal to the reader that Web may be a lesbian without 
this ever being overtly stated. Yet Web, like all the other female characters in the 
book, is shown as a victim of an oppressive society, her rejection of femininity a sign 
of failure rather than positive affirmation. Resist as she might she is not happy and is 
not impervious to the same forces that impact on Aurora. Killing Aurora offers two 
choices to young women trying to understand and accept their sexuality. They can 
either give in and try and rebuild themselves in a socially acceptable way as Aurora 
does, or they can rebel as Web does. But either way they will be in conflict with the 
male and the adult worlds, and their submission or resistance will have equal power to 
shape their sexuality. 
 
Foucault states that during the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there 
was an expulsion, in the Western world, of sexual reference from everyday language 
and vocabulary. Yet, at another level, a ‘discursive explosion’ around sex occurred, 
particularly in the fields of medicine and education (1976, p. 17). Young adult fiction 
has become part of this explosion, and incitement to talk about sex. In Foucault’s’ 
words there was a: 
…multiplication of discourses concerning sex in the of exercise of 
power itself: an institutional incitement to speak about it, and to do 
so more and more; a determination on the part of the agencies of 
power to hear sex spoken about, and to cause it to speak through 
explicit articulation and endlessly accumulated detail. (1976, p. 18) 
 
Young adult fiction in the later part of the twentieth century can be seen as an agency 
of some considerable power and influence. Such fiction has become a major vehicle 
for the development of discourse concerning teenage sexuality. Rather than freeing 
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adolescents from the Victorian silence regarding sex, the multiplicity of sexual 
options represented in young adult fiction provides channels of access for power to 
reach and influence individuals in regard to a myriad of previously unthought of 
behaviours. The institutionalising of sexual discourse, through the medium of fiction, 
allows adult power a further route of intervention or interference in the lives of 
adolescents, and by positioning readers to fear, reject or embrace particular forms of 
sexuality, it tightens control on behaviour.  
 
Foucault also argues that twentieth century society generally has clung to a belief in 
the repression of previous generations so that, in comparison, they can appear liberal, 
tolerant and honest:  
…[i]f sex is repressed, that is, condemned to prohibition, non-
existence, and silence, then the mere fact that one is speaking about 
it has the appearance of a deliberate transgression. A person who 
holds forth in such language places himself to a certain extent 
outside the reach of power; he upsets established law; he somehow 
anticipates the coming freedom. (1976, p. 6). 
 
Authors of young adult fiction, such as the Australian John Marsden, create 
credibility for themselves by their apparent courage in overthrowing the oppressive 
regime from the previous century and honestly addressing the difficult issues facing 
teenagers, particularly sexuality. In her critique of John Marsden’s novel Letters 
From The Inside, Heather Scutter points out how Marsden deliberately positions 
himself through selective publicity as an author who writes with ‘honesty and 
realism’ and represents ‘young people as they really are’ (1999, p. 23). Marsden’s 
marketing suggests that he has a privileged access to the ‘truth’ about young adults 
and that his novels are written from this vantage point. His use of first person 
narration, and the diary or epistolary form adds to this sense of real life revelation, 
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including the reality of adolescent sexuality; this positioning gives Marsden a point of 
difference from which to market his novels. The problematizing of adolescent sexual 
experience in novels that purport to tell the truth intensifies the reader’s awareness of 
sex as a dangerous experience and in turn creates ‘further incentive to talk [or write] 
about it’ (Foucault 1976, p. 31).  
 
Twentieth century fiction such as Killing Aurora or Dear Miffy may seek to liberate 
the adolescent from the repressive and damaging regime of the past. Sex can now 
ostensibly be freely explored and discussed, but in its casting of the adolescent as 
victim it perpetuates the belief that sex is in a negative relationship to power. The 
connections between sex and power in these novels lead to rejection, humiliation, 
pain and death. In an apparent simulation of Victorian repression, sex in these 
contemporary young adult novels can only ‘say ‘no’ to sexual pleasure’ (Foucault 
1976, p. 83). 
 
Sexual Relationships 
An aspect of sexuality in which a marked contrast between the eras is apparent is the 
nature of the participants of sexual relationships. In the twentieth century fiction 
examined physical relationships are generally formed between characters of the same 
age. This contrasts markedly with stories from the latter part of the nineteenth 
century. Rebecca in Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm (1903), Gertie in The Lamplighter 
(1854), Ellen in The Wide, Wide World (1850) and Daisy in Melbourne House (1864) 
and its sequel Daisy in the Field (1868) and Elsie in the  Elsie Dinsmore (1867) series 
all have relationships with men who have known them since childhood and who were 
already adults when they first became known to the girls. These girls marry men with 
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whom they have familial type relationships, having first treated them as either fathers 
or brothers.  
 
Susan Warner’s three novels The Wide, Wide World, Melbourne House and Daisy in 
the Field and Martha Finley’s Elsie Dinsmore books are probably the most 
pronounced examples of this phenomenon. In The Wide, Wide World Ellen maintains 
a filial relationship with her much older adopted brother John up until the epilogue 
(added to later editions) in which we see them married. In Melbourne House and 
Daisy in the Field, Daisy’s relationships with her father and Dr Sandford are sexually 
charged (not to mention those with her cousin Preston and family friend Captain 
Drummond). The physical aspect of Daisy’s relationship with her father, like Elsie 
Dinsmore’s relationship with her father, is described in terms that to a modern reader 
appear more lover-like than father- daughter: ‘Mr Randolph seemed to find something 
as sweet as strawberries in Daisy’s lips’ (p. 32), ‘Mr Randolph took his little daughter 
on his knee and, and softly put down his lips to kiss her…‘Do you call that an 
answer?’ said Mr Randolph, who was still softly kissing her’ (p. 54), ‘Daisy sank 
back into her former position. Her father put his lips down to hers for a long kiss’ (p. 
104), ‘He clasped Daisy in his arms, and gave her kisses, many a one, close and 
tender’ (p. 114), ‘Daisy lifted her face from its resting-place and kissed, with kisses 
that were like velvet, first one side of her father’s mouth, and then the other’ (p. 427). 
 
Anne Rose, in her book Victorian America and the Civil War, notes the predilection 
the Americans had for the family as the focus of social life. Most entertainment and 
leisure time was experienced in the home: ‘[s]o powerfully were the Victorians 
attracted to an image of family intimacy that they tried hard not only to enjoy leisure 
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at home, but to model friendships on what they envisioned as resonant family bonds’ 
(Rose 1992, p. 127). For the nineteenth century Americans, familial relationships 
were the ideal. Where now contemporary society sees impropriety in the slightest hint 
of sexuality in child-adult relationships, within or without the family, the Victorian 
Americans did not share this sensitivity. A girl could do no better than to marry a man 
who has been to her as a father or brother. By a peculiar logic, the marriage of young 
women to men old enough to be their fathers allows the expression of strong feeling 
within the sanctioned bounds of familial relationships, while simultaneously avoiding 
mention of sexual feelings. Physical affection could be displayed without qualms as to 
its impropriety. We see in Victorian fiction these brother-sister, father-daughter 
relationships allowing a great many loving gazes, impassioned avowals of love, 
extraordinary displays of physical contact and copious kisses and tears. Such 
behaviour between members of the opposite sex who were not protected by family 
ties would have been unacceptable for inclusion in popular fiction. Contemporary 
readers would now find the implications of such relationships too close to incestuous 
to be sanctioned. The happy, nuclear family is now a romanticised ideal, archived by 
American situational comedies, and the parent-child relationship is exploited in 
fiction for its dramatic potential as a danger to the child. 
 
The merest hint of significant age difference, or of excessive physical affection 
between family members, is a cause for suspicion and distrust and scrutinised for 
suggestions of impropriety by a suspicious and acutely sensitive twentieth century 
society. Examples of paedophilic or incestuous behaviour are placed in young adult 
novels symbolically to express the greatest evil that an adult can do. As mentioned in 
the previous chapter, the reader is told nothing about Miffy’s father except that he 
 97
‘felt up’ a young girl patient. According to Tony this is far worse than his own 
father’s callous abandonment of Tony and his brother. In Ian Bone’s Fat Boy Saves 
the World, eight-year-old Susan and her older brother Brian are discovered asleep in 
bed together. The violent over-reaction of their father indicates that he suspected the 
children of an incestuous relationship. After this incident the family collapses into 
dysfunctionality: Brian doesn’t speak for two years and Susan is crippled by her 
antagonistic relationship with her father. This family breaks down at the merest hint 
of physical affection between siblings.  
 
In Sonya Harnett’s Sleeping Dogs teenager Jordan is shot by his father when his 
incestuous relationship with his sister Michelle is exposed. Certainly the reader is 
encouraged to sympathise with Jordan and Michelle; their father Griffin is brutal and 
violent. Yet Jordan is not allowed to live and Griffin’s brutality is explained and to 
some extent excused by his own harsh childhood. Kate de Goldi’s book Closed, 
Stranger also appears to deal sympathetically with an incestuous relationship, in this 
case between an adopted teenage boy and his birth mother, whom he hasn’t seen for 
eighteen years. Yet after indulging in the taboo but intensely pleasurable sexual 
experience, it is the young man who bears the consequences of the transgression 
through suicide and the mother who has a chance to explain her feelings and actions 
to the reader. 
 
There thus appears to be no chance of recovery for a twentieth century child who 
engages in incestuous behaviour. For Ellen and John (The Wide, Wide World), for 
Elsie Dinsmore and Mr Travilla (Elsie Dinsmore), Rebecca and Adam Ladd (Rebecca 
of Sunnybrook Farm), Gertrude Flint and Willie (The Lamplighter) there is only 
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approval and happiness from their extraordinary relationships that cross age gaps and 
simulate incest.  
 
As Foucault states, ‘sexual behaviour…[is] submitted to very strict rules of secrecy, 
decency, and modesty so that sexuality is related in a strange and complex way both 
to verbal prohibition and to the obligation to tell the truth’ (1988, p. 16). Some 
twentieth century young adult authors appear to be caught between the ‘prohibition 
and the strong incitations to speak’ that Foucault mentions (1988, pp. 16-17). These 
authors are torn between the desire to portray sex realistically and avoid prudishness 
on one hand, and on the other to conform to the prohibitions and restrictions that still 
impact on attitudes to sexuality. In representing incestuous relationships authors of 
the 1990s seem unable to overcome the taboo nature of their subject, compelling them 
to portray only negative consequences for adolescents or children engaged in such 
relationships. 
 
Foucault notes that ‘[u]nlike other interdictions, sexual interdictions are constantly 
connected with the obligation to tell the truth about oneself. The author is compelled 
to decipher himself in regard to what [is] forbidden’ (Foucault 1988, p. 17). For a late 
twentieth century author to display the same delight in the physicality of a child as did 
the nineteenth century authors would today be seen as an unhealthy interest exhibited 
by an adult in a forbidden area. Authors may also fear their own sexual response to 
writing erotic literature about and for the young and be concerned that their own 
sexuality will be called into question particularly by adult readers such as critics, 
parents and teachers. Conscious of the marketplace and commercial realities they do 
not want parents, teachers and others to avoid their work because it may be titillating 
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to the young. Nor would they want to invite accusations of encouraging or arousing 
paedophilic responses in adult readers.  
 
Delaying Adulthood 
As has been noted in the previous chapter on innocence, sex in recent young adult 
novels is not always used to mark the boundary between innocence and experience or 
to mark the passage from childhood to adulthood. If authors were to maintain that sex 
does mark a fall from innocence then they make themselves vulnerable to falling into 
a trap of moralising about sex. Andrew Calcutt argues that disillusionment with 
‘progress and politics’ has led to a discrediting of the adult world (1998, p. 78). 
Initially this rejection occurred in the popular culture fields of music, film and 
literature where adulthood was considered to connote ‘either acceptance of an 
unacceptable world or in its left-wing variant, an apparently futile commitment to the 
discredited politics of social transformation’ (Calcutt 1998, p. 78). Ultimately this has 
led to a preference for the ‘childlike rather than the adult’, a preference, which has 
become mainstream and widespread (Calcutt 1998, p. 82). In this cultural climate it is 
considered desirable to retain qualities that were once associated inextricably with 
childhood, including a ‘breathless sense of wonder…vulnerability and innocence’, a 
sense of fun and the ability to play (Reich 1971, p. 221). Losing innocence through 
sexual experience is not necessarily seen as an appealing proposition in a world where 
such childlike qualities are highly prized and in which the successful adult is one who 
has retained as many of these qualities as possible. Likewise it is possibly going to 
prove unpopular with a predominantly adolescent readership. If an author does not 
want to show the maturing adolescent as losing his or her prized childlikeness they 
can either refrain from including sexual activity in their narrative or they can 
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manipulate the significance of sexual experience so that it does not represent a fall 
from innocence. The second option appears to be the more popular in late twentieth 
century young adult fiction. 
 
Philip Pullman, one of the few more recent authors who explicitly use sexual 
experience to mark a loss of innocence, depicts sexual experience as pleasurable but 
the concomitant loss of childlike attributes and entry into the adult world as extremely 
painful. In Northern Lights (1995), the first book of the trilogy His Dark Materials, 
the protagonist, Lyra, laments the fact that she has to grow up as she associates the 
process with an end to change and spontaneity and a generalised sense of loss (p. 
167). At the end of the third book, The Amber Spyglass (2000), Lyra has some kind of 
sexual experience with her fellow protagonist, Will. What occurs between the two is 
not described, but given the cosmic significance of their actions and the Adam and 
Eve references the reader can only assume they had intercourse, even though Lyra is 
only twelve or thirteen and prepubescent. Prior to this Lyra has been consistently 
referred to as a child, never as an adolescent. The difficulty with this process is that, if 
sexual experience is the defining characteristic that separates child and adult, and in 
this trilogy it is, then at the moment when Lyra begins her encounter with Will she is 
still a child and therefore, by Pullman’s own definition, nonsexual. Clearly an 
impossible paradox if the central characteristic of childhood is sexual innocence, as 
this series purports: ‘childhood is always a moment before - once it is contaminated, it 
is lost’ (Rose 1984, p. 87) therefore, logically Lyra cannot be transformed through 
sexual experience from child to adult, because as a child she cannot be sexual and 
must have already left childhood if she is sexually active. 
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For Will and Lyra, but particularly Lyra, the entry into adulthood is devastating and, 
as she had feared, triggers a state of loss. Will and Lyra’s encounter somehow stops 
the damaging flow of ‘dust’ from the known worlds into the ‘abyss’ (meaning ‘primal 
chaos, bowels of the earth, or infernal pit’ according to the Shorter Oxford English 
Dictionary 1980). This is a positive phenomenon for the beings living in these worlds 
but entails the closure of all the openings that have been made to allow travel between 
these worlds and negates the option to reopen these windows at any point in the 
future. For Will and Lyra, who are from different worlds, this means that they will 
have to part and never see each other again. Having only discovered their love for 
each other and experienced a sexual awakening days before, this news and the 
responsibility it brings are horrendous. Lyra not only loses Will; she also loses the 
power to read the alethiometer, an instrument for reading the truth. A natural ability to 
read this instrument is only present in children, though Lyra may regain the ability as 
an adult through years and years of training. Lyra sobs with ‘desperate abandon’ (p. 
518) at her double loss. Adulthood has come at a high price, loss of power and skill, 
loss of friendship and love and the joy of sex (which she has tasted so briefly) now 
only add to her despair: who would want to grow up if it feels like this? 
 
Pullman has stated that the trilogy is based on John Milton’s ‘Paradise Lost’ and its 
interpretation of the Fall of humanity from its state of grace through the temptation of 
Adam and Eve. Rather than representing the Fall negatively as it is traditionally 
envisaged, Pullman believes the Fall is ‘the best thing that happened to us, not the 
worst, as Christian doctrine teaches, and I venerate Eve as a benefactor: that’s the 
theme of my trilogy, anyway’ (Masson 1998, p. 6). But as God punished Adam and 
Eve by expelling them from the Garden of Eden, so Pullman punishes Will and Lyra 
 102
by expelling them from the ‘garden of childhood’. Benefactress indeed, but Lyra as 
Eve still loses all she holds precious as a result of succumbing to temptation. As 
Susan Eggins says in a review of The Amber Spyglass: ‘I was as stunned as other 
critics to find Lyra at the end of the book settling for what sounds like a very sedate 
life of scholarship, and reduced to worrying about whether the girls at her new 
boarding school would like her!’ (2001, p. 31). Growing up for Lyra is represented as 
strangely infantalizing and brings a loss of agency in a reversal of the more usual 
characterization of the process of maturation. 
 
To use sex to mark the passage to adulthood is similarly problematic if adults in the 
novel have been portrayed as abusive (sexually or otherwise) and the adult world as 
ugly and cruel, which is the case in almost all the modern novels so far examined. 
Symbols or rituals that signify entrance to that world are unlikely to appeal to a reader 
who has responded to positioning by the preceding narrative to dislike and distrust 
adults. Not all adults in the His Dark Materials trilogy are presented negatively; 
however children as a group (including Lyra and Will) are pursued, tortured and 
murdered by adults because they are children. The events that take place at 
Bolvanger, the prison-like research centre, are not related to the special destiny of 
Lyra and Will but are in fact institutionalised child mutilation. This, coupled with the 
pain of Will and Lyra’s expulsion from childhood, certainly represents adulthood as 
an undesirable state and a consequence of forgetting, in a brief moment of early 
adolescent passion, to stay true to their childhood innocence. 
 
Andrew Calcutt asks ‘In a society which may be said to have entered its second 
childhood, how can anyone grow up?’ (1998, p. 19). Author John Marsden holds a 
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similar view, stating, ‘we are an immature society and there are many immature adults 
in this society’ (1998, p. 94), a situation that has to be rectified before society can 
really begin to present adequate adult role models to young people. Another obstacle 
inhibiting the attainment of adulthood is the ‘extended adolescence which has become 
so familiar a characteristic of recent times. Adolescence now goes on until the early 
twenties’ (Marsden 1998, p. 89). Marsden through his promotional material positions 
his own fictional work as a partial remedy to this situation, positing that his books 
allow readers to vicariously experience challenging initiations into adulthood. As I 
note in the final chapter of this thesis, leaving behind adolescence and its ties to 
childhood is not something that is convincingly represented in the Victorian or more 
modern fictions looked at, a circumstance that supports the views of Calcutt and 
Marsden. 
 
Given these views, it is no surprise that Tony in Dear Miffy is presented by Marsden 
as a ‘‘nowhere boy’ of the late twentieth century [with] no rites into masculinity, only 
those impoverished totems of disadvantaged males, like getting ‘pissed’ and 
becoming involved with sex and drugs’ (Pearce 2001, p. 34). In this cultural milieu, 
devoid of an adulthood worth aspiring to and with an absence of rites of passage, 
sexual experience has lost its significance as a transformative process. Instead, like 
the broader popular culture, it is ‘bound up in images of safety and metaphors for risk 
and avoidance’ (Calcutt 1998, p. 5). 
 
Sexual experience in many late twentieth century novels is presented in terms of risk 
and safety with possible dangers highlighted, as indeed Calcutt suggests. Foucault 
describes a similar process taking place in regards to sexuality in the mid-to-late 
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nineteenth century. A variety of ‘social controls’, some originating in the fields of 
medicine and psychiatry and others from the criminal justice system, began, 
screening the sexuality of couples, parents and children, dangerous 
and endangered adolescents – undertaking to protect, separate and 
forewarn, signalling perils everywhere, awakening people’s 
attention, calling for diagnoses, piling up reports, organizing 
therapies. These sites radiated discourses aimed at sex, intensifying 
people’s awareness of it as a constant danger. (Foucault 1976, p. 
31) 
 
Heather Scutter (1999) and Wendy Michaels (2004) argue that Australian young adult 
fiction since the mid-to-late 1980s has been dominated by the genre of realism. 
Scutter goes on to say, ‘we’ve moved a long way from an understandable desire to 
give teenagers and young adults knowledge and understanding of the world, to a 
peculiar, almost pathological stress on force feeding our young people knowledges 
represented as real, true, necessary’ (1999, p. 113). Scutter draws a comparison 
between a woman pregnant with her first child and an adolescent verging on 
adulthood: ‘no one would recommend that such a woman be asked to read material 
which stressed the potential dangers and rare illnesses of pregnancy, the multifarious 
hazards of labour and delivery, and the terrible catalogue of congenital deformities’ 
(1999, p. 113). Yet this is exactly what many realist texts set out to do in regards to 
the adolescent’s forthcoming experiences of adulthood, including warnings about the 
potential pitfalls of sexual relations. One method of structuring a narrative to provide 
such a warning is through contrasting parallel sexual relationships. While one 
relationship is shown as good, normal, healthy and authorised the other will be shown 
as bad, abnormal, unhealthy and unauthorised. Kate De Goldi’s Closed, Stranger is 
one novel that uses this narrative technique; the appropriate and healthy relationship 
between university students Max and Meredith is contrasted with the doomed and 
dangerous relationship between Westie and Vicky, his birth mother, whom he has not 
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seen for eighteen years. Max describes kissing Meredith as the ‘most sensual, 
arousing act I’d ever experienced’; she is ‘sweet-mouthed and exotically fragrant’ (p. 
49), and Max makes love to her ‘seriously, devotedly, ecstatically’ (p. 59). Westie is 
equally ardent and passionate about Vicky, yet Max and Meredith, searching for ways 
to describe their friend’s relationship, suggest words such as ‘aberrant’ (p. 86), 
‘weird’, ‘repulsive’, ‘perverted’ (p. 84). These descriptors provide the reader with a 
clear contrast between the relationships. 
 
Good and bad relationships are similarly set up for contrast in the fourth book of the 
Tomorrow, When the War Began series, Darkness, Be My Friend, in which first 
person narrator, Ellie, has a drunken ‘one night stand’ with a boy she meets in New 
Zealand. The impact of this encounter is profound and traumatic, particularly when it 
is contrasted with the banality of her relationship with Lee. Whilst her emotionally 
uninspiring yet rational relationship with Lee is relatively healthy and does not 
change her, Ellie’s one encounter with Adam damages her feelings of self worth and 
its effect is felt through to the end of the series. Ellie feels like ‘a disgusting human 
being’ and feels her behaviour is against ‘everything I stood for, everything I believed 
in’ (p. 10). Sex with someone when you are drunk, when feelings of attraction are not 
mutual, or with an utterly inappropriate partner is clearly represented as ‘bad’ and as a 
high-risk activity. 
 
Constructed Sexuality 
As an understanding of childhood and adolescence as cultural constructs has 
increased, dependence on biological markers to separate stages of maturity has 
weakened. Awareness of the constructedness of childhood is an infrequent feature of 
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Victorian fiction and the ‘Victorians used biological factors such as menstruation and 
ejaculation’ to differentiate between childhood and adulthood (Thornton 1998, p. 
129). The Victorians, believing in childhood as a biologically essential category, 
would logically see it as bounded by physical signs and experiences. The looser and 
more blurred the definitional categories of child, adolescent and adult become, the 
less significant become the traditional boundary markers, hence sexual experience 
loses its status as an indicator of change from child to adult. 
 
The de-emphasis on the body that was part of the constructionist philosophy could 
feasibly have affected the way contemporary writers treat the physicality of their 
characters. Physical determinism, the idea that bodies are self-evident, natural 
material entities that are not constructed culturally (Salih 2002, p. 49), is frequently 
discussed in feminist discourse but can also be applied in discussions of child subject 
construction. Foucault argues that sexuality is an historical construct, and that 
masculine and feminine could not be reduced to the effects of bodily difference 
between men and women (McHoul & Grace 1993, p. 122). Judith Butler uses some of 
Foucault’s ideas about the constructedness of sexuality and takes them further. Butler 
exposes the ‘idea of a natural body as a construction’ (1999, p 160) and states that 
bodies are not ‘beings’ but rather ‘variable boundar[ies]’ or politically regulated 
surfaces (1999, p. 177). She argues that bodies are not a ‘fact of nature, but like 
gender [are] produced by discourses’ (Salih, 2002, p. 62). As bodies do not ‘cause’ 
gender identity directly or inevitably, neither do bodies ‘cause’ childhood or 
adulthood in a natural unproblematic way. Constructionist ideas broke the essential or 
necessary link between the notion of the child or the childlike and a specific bodily 
form. The swing away from a biological definition of childhood towards a socially 
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constructed understanding offers, in part, a rationale for how the wholesome, 
innocent, simple child of the nineteenth century became the anguished, abused, 
complex child of the twentieth century. 
 
Alan Prout (2000) identifies biological reductionism and social constructionism as the 
two most frequently used yet dichotomous theoretical orientations for sociological 
inquiry into childhood. Whilst Prout believes childhood has always been socially 
constructed, he states that it has only been acknowledged as such in the latter half of 
the twentieth century, Philippe Ariès usually being credited with this revelation in the 
discourse of childhood. The concepts of masculine and feminine have come to be 
widely accepted as socially constructed rather than biologically essential categories; 
Prout describes a similar phenomenon taking place in the discourse of childhood.  
 
The transition from a biological interpretation of childhood to a culturally and socially 
specific understanding could be associated with the diminution of sensuality in 
writing for the young. With the advent of a belief in social constructionism the 
physical and sexual aspects of childhood have come adrift from the certainty that this 
biological basis imparts. Childhood viewed as a biological category is universal and 
necessary, natural and constant. When seen as a social construct it becomes variable, 
unstable, self-conscious; a product of the sophisticated cultural world, not of the 
natural. Karìn Lesnik-Oberstein explains the difference thus: children viewed in the 
essentialist mode are ‘trans-historically and trans-culturally consistent beings, shaped 
primarily in a deterministic way by biology and brain-development’; the 
constructionist sees the child and childhood ‘primarily…being constituted by, and 
constituting, sets of meanings in language, for instance of innocence or of uninhibited 
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appetite, of being totally controlled or completely anarchic; purely imitative or truly 
original; freely sexual, or without any sexuality at all’ (1998, p. 2). 
 
Looking at Victorian debate on the nature of the child, it is apparent, however, that 
the Victorians were, to some degree, aware of the constructed nature of childhood and 
adolescence. Conversely, the consistency between Victorian and late twentieth 
century novels in their valuation of childish innocence, and the seeming authorial 
need to control youthful sexuality suggests that, although the concept of identity as 
constructed is frequently discussed in recent criticism of children’s literature, the idea 
has not fully translated into representations of fictional children. This consistency in 
representation across time and culture and the deterministic plot structures of novels 
such as Eric; or, Little by Little, Dear Miffy and Touching Earth Lightly (Margo 
Lanagan, 1996) strongly suggest a belief in at least a degree of essentialism in the 
nature of childhood. 
 
Despite Prout’s argument that childhood and adolescence have only been understood 
as socially constructed since the latter half of the twentieth century, in England and 
America in the latter part of the nineteenth century the nature of the child and of the 
adolescent was closely debated. Whilst these life stages were not regarded as socially 
constructed, the nature of the child and the adolescent were by no means taken for 
granted. The division between a physical and a social interpretation of the subject can 
be traced back through the nature versus nurture debate back to the English 
philosopher John Locke in the seventeenth century. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-
1778), Richard Lovell Edgeworth (1744-1817) and his daughter Maria Edgeworth 
(1768-1849) were all keenly aware of the impact of environment and experience in 
 109
the development of the young (Nelson 1999, p. 69). Claudia Nelson describes the 
Victorian era as one ‘fascinated by education and child development’ (1999, p. 79). 
‘Rapid change, social instability, and religious doubt’ meant that expectations of 
children in both England and America were high (Nelson 1999, p. 80). Childhood 
acquired an iconic status, symbolising innocence and purity. If protected from 
corruption children could preserve these qualities and share them with the adult 
world. Because of the pivotal role the young played in preserving the moral future of 
humankind, a great deal of effort was invested in shaping Victorian children to middle 
class specifications. That the child and subsequently a new society could be shaped by 
‘psychological rather than biological means’ (Nelson 1999, p. 80) indicates a strong 
belief in the impact of the social world on the individual child.  
 
While this belief in the importance of nurture to the consequent nature of the 
individual and to the concepts ‘child’ and ‘adolescent’ was not labelled social 
constructionism, it must be its forerunner. Yet, at the same time, the Victorians still 
believed that, away from the dissolute slums and the corruption of the adult world, 
there were natural children that had the ability to share the purity and authenticity of 
their experience with adults. Unconscious of their bodies and not bothered by sexual 
or emotional problems, nineteenth century fictional children appear to reflect this 
belief in the natural child. So while the debate progressed about the nature of the child 
and adolescent and the best way to create them, authors still represented a natural, 
authentic child. 
 
In the late twentieth century the emphasis on the interior life of characters, on 
problematic or perverted sexuality such as incest, and on discomfited, abused bodies 
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suggests that authors have abandoned the idea of growing up as a natural process. Yet 
the need or desire for a ‘real child’ that exists before and outside of these 
circumstantial details can also be seen. The ‘real child’ is what Larceny, Tony and Tar 
should have and could have been if not for the failure of adult society to adequately 
care for them. It is the Tar we see when he is off heroin, Larceny safe at Kaz’s house, 
Tony making an effort in the gym after Hammond’s visit. These glimpses of the real 
child and the use of contrasting sexual relationships to establish sexual norms reveal a 
belief in an ideal or ‘right’ kind of childhood and adolescence.  
 
The Rousseauian idea that society is a corrupting and contaminating influence is rife 
in these novels from the 1990s. Urban teenagers are portrayed as products of their 
environments and their particular problems, such as drug dependency, emotional, 
physical and sexual abuse, class bigotry and homelessness, are presented as occurring 
in a specifically twentieth century cultural and historical milieu. Nevertheless, these 
elements are not acknowledged as constructing identity, rather as destroying a ‘real’ 
identity that existed prior to the experiences depicted in the novels.  
 
Lesnik-Oberstein (1998) argues that despite the continuing debate between the 
essentialist and constructionist camps based on Ariès’s Centuries of Childhood, the 
concept of ‘the child’ as a constructed identity has not fully penetrated the discourse 
of children’s literature criticism. Jacqueline Rose in The Case of Peter Pan or: the 
Impossibility of Children’s Fiction had previously addressed this issue. Rose claims 
that divisions of ‘class, culture and literacy’ (1984, p. 7) are largely ignored by those 
engaged in the discourse of children’s fiction, resulting in a generalised concept of the 
child, less susceptible to variation and change than children or childhood perceived as 
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constructed would be. Not all academics and critics of children’s literature have failed 
in the manner suggested by Rose and Lesnik-Oberstein; some, such as Bradford 
(2001), Pope (2001) and Pearce (2003), are deliberately deconstructing stereotypical 
representations of class and culture in children’s fiction and exposing exactly the sort 
of homogenising of which Rose complains. However, a more recent work by Mary 
Galbraith (2001) consistently treats childhood as a fixed signifier and as an 
homogenous concept, as pointed out in a discussion by Beverley Pennell (2003). In 
this article, Galbraith also places child and adult experience in an oppositional 
relationship, making the assumption detailed by Nodelman and Reimer, that 
‘individual children are more like one another in being children than unlike one 
another in being individuals or…in belonging to a specific sex, class, race, 
nationality, or language group’ (2003, pp. 87-88). Given the diversity in 
contemporary writing on children’s literature, Rose’s and Lesnik-Oberstein’s 
argument that ideas of social construction have not been fully integrated into this field 
of study can only be a partial explanation for essentialist representations of children 
persisting in young adult fiction since the Victorian period. 
 
In the twentieth century novels discussed in this chapter, male and female characters 
as young as twelve are seen to be sexually active. This is an obvious difference to the 
novels of the Victorian period, where any sexual or erotic element in the child or 
young adult character is covert. There are a variety of discoursal and more personal 
reasons why an author may choose to include sexual references in a young adult 
novel; entry into popular culture of Freud’s theories on child sexuality; desire to 
prove ourselves liberated from Victorian repression; desire to woo young readers with 
evidence that they are ‘understood’; to create verisimilitude, or simply to encourage 
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the young to read. Western society no longer insists on the complete suppression and 
denial of youthful sexuality, yet ‘[w]e must not think that by saying yes to sex, one 
says no to power’ (Foucault 1976, p. 157). It does not appear that a full range of 
sexual expression has been allowed in young adult fiction; rather, the sexuality that is 
allowed must fit within parameters that guide readers as carefully as Rousseau would 
have the character Emile guided. The negative consequences that accrue to certain 
sexual behaviours or relationships indicate to readers which are appropriate and 
which are not. Novels that show young people, such as Larceny in Care Factor Zero, 
suffering sexual abuse, display for readers the damage that society can do if it does 
not protect children and adolescents from particular, damaging forms of sexuality. 
Sexual norms are established; adherence to these will ensure an authorised initiation 
into sex, thereby avoiding a fall from innocence. 
 
Representations of the sexuality of children and adolescents in fiction have changed 
between the two eras, but rather than changing the fundamental concept of the child 
as innocent, the modern sexualised child provides a mechanism for protecting this 
concept by providing a template for an appropriate and authorised version of 
sexuality. The power that exists in the relationship between child and adult continues 
to place sex in a ‘binary system: licit and illicit, permitted and forbidden’ (Foucault 
1976, p. 83).  
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Chapter Three - The Child as Saviour  
 
The figure of the child redeemer in fiction has recurred periodically since its first 
occurrence in the Old Testament: ‘[t]he wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the 
leopard shall lie down with the kid, and the calf and the young lion and the fatling 
together, and a little child shall lead them’ (Isaiah 11:6, quoted in Grumet 1986). The 
expectation that the child could reform the world has persisted in Western literature 
ever since. But instead of focusing on the one child who could bring salvation, an 
ever-changing panoply of child figures have been proposed over time as potential 
saviours. The contemporary Western adulation of the adolescent takes this concept 
even further: it is not simply the child as defined by age that will redeem; rather 
‘redemption is to be expected with recourse to the childlike’ (Schmidt-Dengler 1988, 
p. 146).  
 
What is occurring in recent young adult fiction is not simply the identification of an 
individual child as a redeemer; rather, the actual state of childhood is associated with 
a redemptive function. The current Western obsession with remaining childlike 
valorises characteristics such as a sense of childish wonder and appreciation, lack of 
cynicism, innocence, trust and the capacity to remain open to pleasures that are not 
material or based on greed and capitalist principles of acquisition. In the nineteenth 
century traits such as these were acknowledged as childlike but it was expected that 
they would be left behind when an individual successfully made the transition to 
adulthood; it was not thought possible to retain those childlike ways and perform as 
an adult. They were seen as incompatible with fully developed adulthood.  
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Children who function as saviours or redeemers are frequent in late nineteenth 
century children’s fiction, appearing first as sinless, uncorrupted romantic figures in 
tract literature. Children in Victorian fiction are typically dichotomised as good, pious 
and obedient, or as disobedient, ungodly and bad. The good children provided a 
model for child readers to copy, and the bad a warning or deterrent. The overt 
function of the child exemplar was to teach juvenile readers right behaviour. But 
frequently they played a dual role, functioning also as the redeemer of adult 
characters. In the nineteenth century, literary narratives of moral decline depicted a 
personal struggle, rather than the ruination of the human race. This type of individual 
crisis lent itself to the moralistic cautionary tales of the period in which an idealised 
child redeems through example and suffering, bringing the errant adult back to the 
fold. The humility and innocence of the child allows adults to see themselves as the 
brutes they really are. The child’s unconditional, non-judgmental love provides a 
humbling and reformative example without threatening adult self-esteem. 
 
Sometimes these children redeem through their living example of goodness such as 
Ceddie in Little Lord Fauntleroy (Burnett, 1886), Elsie Dinsmore in the eponymous 
series (Finley, 1867), Jessica in Jessica’s First Prayer (Stretton, 1867), Ellen 
Montgomery in The Wide, Wide World (Warner, 1850), and Gerty and Emily in The 
Lamplighter (Cummins, 1854). At other times it is their sacrificial deaths that inspire 
others to try harder, for example Margaret May in The Daisy Chain, (Yonge, 1856), 
and Diamond in At The Back of the North Wind (MacDonald, 1871). The emphasis in 
these nineteenth century novels is on the personal, spiritual redemption of an adult. 
The Evangelical revival of the mid-1800s, based on a ‘doctrine of salvation by faith in 
the atoning death of Christ’ (Bradley 1976, p. 16), provides a major inspiration for 
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many of the representations of child redeemers from this period. Even the most 
reprobate, curmudgeonly adults are not immune: 
…what adult could stand up to the eloquent evangelism of these 
children? Drunkards, gamblers, misers, the hard of heart, those who 
have grown ‘shy of talking of God’s goodness and loving kindness’, 
are all mown down in swathes in the thousands of tales published in 
the middle years of the nineteenth century. (Avery 1965, p. 93)  
 
The child who enacted this salvation is the epitome of innocence and purity. He or she 
must possess qualities lost to the adult suppliant; be innocent where the adult is 
corrupt, close to God where the adult is fallen, close to nature where the adult is 
urbanised and simple where the adult is sophisticated.  
 
In late twentieth century young adult science fiction and fantasy a new generation of 
child redeemers has emerged. This new breed of saviours is not interested in saving 
only individual souls; instead they endeavour to deliver the whole human race. The 
idea of reforming society through its children that appears in these recent novels owes 
more to Rousseau’s ideas than to the Evangelicals’ belief in individual salvation 
through faith. The sphere of operation of modern characters is physical as well as 
spiritual. Adults are represented as leading society to annihilation through destruction 
of the environment, through over reliance on technology, and through warfare, 
particularly nuclear or biological. John Marsden (Tomorrow, When The War Began 
series, 1993-1999), Isobelle Carmody (The Obernewtyn Chronicles, 1987-1999), 
Garth Nix (Shade’s Children, 1997), Philip Pullman (Northern Lights, 1995), and 
Alex Fazakas (The Adonis Strategy, 1989) all envisage a future where the 
continuation of human life is dependent on the power of the young to save humankind 
in novels that reflect quintessential end-of-millennium fears regarding science, 
technology and the environment.  
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The twentieth century fictional saviours studied in this chapter differ in several ways 
from their nineteenth century predecessors. They operate in a group with other 
children, rather than on their own, generally without adult help; their mission is to 
save the human race and to prevent the destruction of the planet, not the saving of 
individual adult souls; and they are rarely motivated by religious beliefs. These 
modern novels can generally be classified as science fiction, in marked contrast to the 
domestic setting of the Victorian fiction examined. This could indicate that twentieth 
century author’s no longer se redemption as a possibility in daily life. Although the 
differences between the two periods are considerable, yet they share a fundamental 
characteristic: they both represent children as possessing qualities not available to 
adults, qualities that allow them to perform as redeeming heroes. 
 
The imposition of particular forms of education and training has long-term effects on 
the person the child becomes but it also has immediate effects on the way the 
individual is able to express his or her ‘childness’, and it is as a ‘child’ that they must 
fulfil their redemptive purpose. The way in which discourse formulates the child 
dictates the way in which that child can function as a redeemer. The Western 
education system focuses on creating the next generation of leaders, through 
‘behaviour modifications’, ‘intended learning outcomes’ and ‘process/product 
paradigms’, focusing not on the significance of the child subject as it is now, but on 
what he or she can become; what the education system can make of him or her 
(Grumet 1986, p. 88). 
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Madeleine Grumet, in her article The Lie of the Child Redeemer, describes this 
situation in the form of a paradox: 
But the great enemy of the child redeemer is time. By the time that 
the child... is sufficiently powerful to be an active, influential 
participant in society, he is an adult. His daily existence has been 
saturated with the temporal order, the spatial configurations, social 
relations, means of production, and patterns of communication of 
the society in which he lives. (1986, p. 90) 
 
What Grumet fails to acknowledge in this description is that while it may be true that 
most educational efforts of the 1990s aim to provide the child with the skills and 
experience to grow up to be leaders of a new world, this is not relevant to the 
expectations of them as child saviours. It is not adult mastery and power that allow 
the trope of the child redeemer to function; rather, it is qualities present in the 
idealized child, qualities lost in adulthood that facilitate redemption. In the changed 
circumstances of fantasy and science fiction worlds, childhood rather than adulthood 
is given priority, social structures are reversed and the child is now superior. 
Changing educational discourse does impact on exactly those qualities given priority 
in the child’s redemptive process but whether these qualities are physical courage as 
in Tomorrow, When The War Began or great piety as in Elsie Dinsmore they will be 
intrinsically linked to the redeeming characters in their identity as child or adolescent. 
The process and qualities required to save are utterly unrelated (except in opposition) 
to those required by adult world leaders. As James Kincaid says, ‘children are 
defined, and longed for, according to what they do not have’ (1998b, p. 247, original 
emphasis). Innocence and purity, that is lack of worldly experience and lack of sexual 
knowledge, are fundamental to the construction of the Victorian redeeming child and 
play a lesser but still significant part in the figure of the modern saviour. 
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That there are distinct differences between the nineteenth century fictional child and 
the twentieth century child is undeniable. This is not unexpected if the idea is 
accepted of the child and of childhood as social constructions, created through 
discourse rather than being fixed entities with identities extant outside discourse. 
Educational theories, medical and sexual knowledge, theories of parenting and 
numerous other strands of discourse impact on constructions of the child and what the 
ideal child might be. If the child is partially constructed in opposition to the adult then 
changes to ideas of what constitutes adulthood will also impact on notions of the 
child. Despite the social changes that have occurred between the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, and particularly the changes in the everyday life of children, 
fictional children still frequently appear in the role of saviour. 
 
Changes in why, and from what the fictional child redeems are also related to cultural 
changes. Particular fears that are pervasive throughout society at specific times will 
determine what disaster, evil or corruption the child must combat and reverse. How 
the child and childhood are constructed will impact on specifically how the child 
performs this redemption. Despite changes in precisely how and why the child 
redeems, the vision of the child leading and healing a troubled world has endured 
since its biblical debut. The symbolism of rebirth and new beginnings, the strong 
association with the figure of Christ, and the child’s freedom from the burden of 
recent history, mark the child as a carrier of hopes for personal redemption and 
creation of a new age. The persistence of this vision, although varied in the detail of 
its expression is further testament to just how useful the child is as the ‘perceptual 
frame we have available to use for fitting in just about anything we choose’ (Kincaid 
1992, p. 62). 
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Recourse to a child or simply the childlike was, and still is, an unexceptional remedy 
for an individual or society that is unfeeling, cynical, corrupt, jaded and bored. The 
individual child or a general return to the childlike can, in a Jungian model, restore to 
society virtues such as ‘innocence, wonder, spontaneity and freedom’ (Byrnes 1995, 
p. 16). The re-discovery of the individual’s ‘inner child’ as a healing strategy in 
psychology and the idea that one has an ‘inner child’ and that getting to know it is 
healthy has permeated contemporary pop culture. Recovery of the individual’s ‘inner 
child’ redeems an individual in a fashion similar to the function of the ideal child in 
the novels of the nineteenth century. The nineteenth century redemptive child was 
represented as restoring to the adult the lost qualities listed by Byrnes above, and 
through this service to an individual adult, influenced the whole community for the 
better. Twentieth century fictional children do not perform an indirect redemption of 
society as a by-product of saving an individual; rather their goal is saving or 
rebuilding entire populations. 
 
Why Adults Need Saving 
Historically those living in times of crisis depend on the anticipation of deliverance to 
provide hope (Schmidt-Dengler 1988, p. 136). Fin de siecle anxiety compounded by 
fears of the new millennium, guilt over environmental damage and ethical concerns 
over the direction in which science and technology are heading are possible causes for 
the late twentieth century need for redemption that is portrayed in young adult fiction. 
The late nineteenth century was a time of crisis for the English and American middle 
classes that similarly aroused a desire for figures of salvation. For both England and 
America the advent of industrialization had had a huge and deeply felt impact. Urban 
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poverty, materialism, emotional stultification and moral turpitude were identified in 
both England and America as the results of industrialization, and more so in America, 
urbanization. 
 
What specific phenomena societies fear change through time; perception or 
interpretation of threatening events also changes. Perennial anxieties about nature 
running amok are rarely seen now as punishment sent by God, but as the human 
race’s mismanagement of nature (Dunant 1996, p. x). Such occurrences are no longer 
explained in terms of religion; science is now the organizing system the Western 
world uses to order its universe. The result of this is that piety is no longer an 
essential requirement in a child saviour. The particularities of expression, 
interpretation and solution of fearful phenomena have changed since the Victorian 
period but many of the underlying, fundamental, pervasive fears and anxieties 
continue to form around consistent themes. Broadly speaking, these clusters form 
around the balance between materialism and the emotional or spiritual realm, 
violence/sex and lack of personal control, urbanization and the destruction of the 
natural environment, and technology and its impact on humankind’s contact with 
nature. 
 
Technology, Machines and Urbanization 
Some of the anxieties focused on these themes became prominent in the Victorian 
period and are still apparent in one form or another today. The advent of the factory, 
the mechanisation of work, an increasing reliance on technology and the domination 
of the scientific model form a contextual background for many of the fears that have 
preoccupied Western societies from the Victorian period to the present day. 
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The infiltration into everyday life of the mechanical and technological in the 
nineteenth century divorced a large part of the populace from a rural lifestyle and 
broke their contact with nature. The concentration of employment in factories in 
industrial areas led to urbanization and overcrowded city slums. The move from self-
employed individuals living an agricultural or agrarian life to the concentration of 
commercial and employment opportunities in urban economic centres encouraged the 
growth of competition and materialism. The blooming of acquisitive capitalism 
prompted concern for the slackening of religious observance and fears of emotional 
and spiritual stultification; this occurred in late nineteenth century England and 
America. Jessica’s First Prayer, Elsie Dinsmore, and The Wide, Wide World all 
revolve around the child figure performing a spiritual redemption where materialism 
is shunned and happiness is represented as possible through relationships and 
Christian faith. Little Lord Fauntleroy on the other hand is not overtly religious; 
rather the redemption of Ceddie’s grandfather is related to an escape from 
materialism, capitalism and emotional stultification. The following description is of 
the Earl as he was before he meets the young Lord Fauntleroy, Ceddie Errol:  
…the old Earl of Dorincourt, sitting in his great, splendid, gloomy 
library at the castle, gouty and lonely, surrounded by grandeur and 
luxury, but not really loved by any one, because in all his long life 
he had never really loved any one but himself; he had been selfish 
and self-indulgent and arrogant and passionate; he had cared so 
much for the Earl of Dorincourt and his pleasures that there had 
been no time for him to think of other people. (p. 38) 
 
By the end of the novel, through Ceddie’s influence, the Earl ‘had several times found 
a sort of pleasure in doing the kind things which the innocent, kind little heart of a 
child had suggested’ (p. 204). The novel represents Ceddie’s innocence as an aspect 
of his personae as child and credits this innocence with healing powers. 
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Pious children such as Ellen Montgomery (The Wide, Wide World), and Gerty and 
Emily (The Lamplighter) and less strictly religious but equally spiritual children such 
as Ceddie (Little Lord Fauntleroy), Star Bright (Captain January) and Rebecca 
(Sunnybrook Farm) reassured readers that there was more to life than materialism and 
that even adults who had been corrupted by the lure of commerce and competition 
could be reawakened emotionally and spiritually as is the Earl by Ceddie Errol. The 
child characters in these novels all bring a return to authentic emotion and a 
reassertion of the value of familial and affectionate relationships.  
 
At the end of the twentieth century Western society was more afraid than ever of the 
technology it had created. There was a seemingly endless list of environmental 
problems, individuals still searched for spiritual fulfilment and bemoaned the loss of 
humanist values, balance between the forces of materialism/capitalism/economic 
rationalism and compassion for our fellow humans seemed to be unattainable. As the 
Americans of the mid-1800s bestowed attention on their children as the repository of 
their hopes for the future (MacLeod 1994, p. 89) so fictional children of the late 
twentieth century were carrying the doubts and anxieties society had about the new 
millennium. Industrialization and the infiltration of machinery, technology and the 
factory into the lives of mid-nineteenth century England and America caused great 
anxiety, and they continued to be a fertile area for the origin of new fears in the 
twentieth century. Lack of control over the use and impact of science and technology, 
the unpredictable nature of their effects and fears of irreparable damage to the 
environment evolved from these nineteenth century concerns.  
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Globalised communication has the effect of exacerbating contemporary fears: ‘fears 
[can] be individually held, but [are] more often collective, and therefore more volatile 
and consequential’ (Naphy 1997, p. 2); fears of a apocalyptic crisis are now global 
rather than local (Inness 1999, p. 122). The current age is dominated by apocalyptic 
expectations of the ‘planet’s demise through global warming, pollution and over-
population’ (Naphy 1997, p. 2). This fear is reflected in the themes of post 
apocalyptic novels such as Isobelle Carmody’s four-part series The Obernewtyn 
Chronicles (1987-1999). On a less global level, ‘deep seated fears are still manifest in 
our concerns about crime, unemployment and terrorism’ (Naphy 1997, p.2). The end 
of the millennium also provoked an inestimable level of tension and anxiety about the 
future. Free floating, indefinable anxiety about the end of the millennium attached 
itself primarily to technological fears, but also to environmental crises. Douglas 
Rushkoff provides the following list of fin de siecle fears in Children of Chaos, his 
exploration of the ability of children to cope better than adults with technological 
change:  
…global warming, racial tension, fundamentalist outbursts, nuclear 
arsenals, bacterial mutation, Third World rage, urban decay, moral 
collapse, religious corruption, drug addiction, bureaucratic 
ineptitude, ecological oversimplification, corporate insensitivity, 
crashing world markets, paranoid militias, AIDS, resource depletion 
and hopeless youth. (1997, p. 1) 
 
The extraordinary preparation and apprehension surrounding what turned out to be a 
major anticlimax, the 1999/2000 New Year, was emblematic of the anxiety 
surrounding the change of millennium.  
 
 124
Geoff Watts, in a discussion on the inability of science to reassure British society 
regarding its end of millennium fears, quotes the novelist George Gissing saying in 
1903: 
I hate and fear science because of my conviction that, for long to 
come if not forever, it will be the remorseless enemy of mankind. I 
see it destroying all simplicity and gentleness of life, all the beauty 
of the world; I see it restoring barbarism under the mask of 
civilization; I see it darkening men’s minds and hardening their 
hearts; I see it bringing a time of vast conflicts which 
will...overwhelm all the laborious advances of mankind in blood 
drenched chaos. (1996, p. 169) 
 
Modern society acknowledges the benefits of science but underlying this gratitude is a 
tension caused by a simultaneous anti-science belief encapsulated in George Gissing’s 
statement. The reign of science, amoral and materialist, has dispensed with the need 
for gods and religion. ‘Science lacks one of the central appeals of religion, that is its 
unfalsifiable certainty’ (Naphy 1997, p. 177). Science on the other hand fails to 
reassure, all its insights are fallible and provisional, and constant reassessment and 
change are habitual to the scientific mode.  
 
The four books of The Obernewtyn Chronicles (Carmody 1987-1999) show a post-
apocalyptic world where George Gissing’s vision has come true. The community that 
remains after a nuclear holocaust (the ‘Great White’) believe that this event and its 
after effects ‘were a punishment from God whom they call Lud. They claimed the 
Oldtimers had been evil and proud, scorning Lud’s lore for their mechanical God’s, 
until Lud had vented his fury by making the dread machines turn on their masters’ 
(The Farseekers, 1990, pp. 1-2). This new world is ‘low-tech’ and primitive. Elspeth 
Gordie, the quartet’s adolescent protagonist, in classic quest mode, must rid the world 
of the remaining hidden ‘Beforetime weaponmachines’ thereby saving society from a 
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second catastrophe. The youthful characters in Shade’s Children (Nix, 1997) live in a 
similar post-apocalyptic environment inhabited by vicious android creatures. Like 
Elspeth and her companions, the adolescents of Shade’s Children must destroy a 
machine to defeat the ‘Overlords’ and their robotic creatures. In both future worlds 
the adolescents have special mental powers that have resulted from the cataclysmic 
events caused by the previous generation. Leslie Fiedler describes this new breed of 
saviours as ‘child mutants (telepaths, teleports, superhuman monsters of virtue as well 
as intelligence) who in a score of science fiction tales struggle with the dull world 
their merely human parents have made’ (1960, p. 279). Indeed the residents of 
Obernewtyn are known as ‘mutants’ and ‘misfits’.  
 
The Adonis Strategy (Fazakas, 1989) also carries a message of technology gone mad 
and a triumphant return to ‘low-tech’ primitivism. The medium for this message is 
music. Matt is the central figure and vocalist in the rock band Adonis. At the height of 
its success the band is introduced to Professor Irwin Thaler, head of the company that 
makes the band’s synthesisers and other technical equipment. Thaler’s evil plot is to 
use Adonis’s concerts for testing weapons of mass destruction based on the killing 
power of low frequency sound. The narrative of Thaler’s plan to use electronically 
generated music as a weapon is interspersed with examples of the pleasure and 
authenticity of older forms of music, including classical music played on the violin 
and even the relatively ‘low-tech’ music of Jimi Hendrix. At the novel’s end Matt has 
given up his well paid luxurious lifestyle to live in poverty with an outcaste group of 
‘Wall-eyes’. The Wall-eyes have no money for entertainment and create their own at 
‘Jampacks’ or communal sessions that involved ‘singing, dancing and a primitive 
kind of music’ (p. 155). It is during these sessions that Matt finds the freedom to 
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express his feelings through music without concern for what others think. Such an 
ending, where Matt is shown as twice betrayed by adults and finally living as a ‘drop 
out’, positions readers to be deeply mistrustful of adults; their values and their 
science. Matt is shown as rejecting the adult world and all its trappings. His life with 
the Wall-eyes is represented as far more authentic than his life as Adonis; the Wall-
eyes ‘feel what [they] play’ (p. 156), unlike the electronically enhanced music of 
Adonis. At sixteen Matt is already disillusioned with the materialism and false values 
of adulthood. 
 
While these three novels reflect societal fears of a dangerous technology out of 
control, real children are embracing technology. The current generation of Western 
children and teenagers have grown up with technology and have learnt to manipulate 
it for their own benefit. Novels such as The Adonis Strategy may actually be an 
expression of adult resistance to the power this ‘techno savvy’ child wields. The 
desire to rewrite the child as part of the natural world, to emphasise the child’s 
‘innate’ abilities, placing it in a primitive or uncivilised environment is a strategy for 
reasserting the romantic image of the child that was dominant in Victorian fiction. 
 
Sexuality, Slums and the Poor 
The concentration of the populace in overcrowded and unhygienic conditions caused 
great consternation in Victorian England and America as mentioned briefly in 
Chapter Two, The Child and Sexuality. Overcrowding, poverty, lack of religious 
observance signalling moral laxity and depravity, and lack of definition in familial 
relationships provoking the occurrence of incest, were central fears the middle class 
held in regards to the urban poor. 
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Friedrich Engels in The Condition of the Working Classes in England studied the 
‘effects of industrialization on workers: the occupational diseases that afflicted them, 
the inadequacy of their diets, clothing, medical care and education, the dangers of 
their work in mines, mills and factories, their victimization by the cycles of the 
marketplace, and the horrors of their living conditions’ (1958, p. 71, quoted in 
Harrison 1999, p. 21). He describes one area in Manchester where ‘the coal black, 
stagnant, stinking’ Medlock River divided two ‘disgusting’ neighbourhoods of 4,000 
people inhabiting 400 dilapidated one room cottages, these surrounded by ‘heaps of 
refuse, offal and sickening filth’, hordes ‘of ragged women and children swarm about 
the streets...just as dirty as the pigs which wallow nearby’; he concludes that this 
population has ‘sunk to the lowest level of humanity’ (Engels 1958, p. 71, quoted in 
Harrison 1999, p. 21). Victorian urban surveyors James Kay-Shuttleworth, Henry 
Mayhew, and William Booth were invariably agitated by what they saw as the moral 
turpitude of the lower classes, a ‘promiscuous mixture of the sexes’ within the 
crowded spaces inhabited by the urban poor; ‘how did they lay down to rest, how they 
sleep, how they can preserve common decency, how unutterable horrors are avoided 
is beyond all conception’ (Mort 1987, p. 38). The sexuality of the poor was likened to 
‘disease or contagion’ (Adams 1999, p. 132), in particular female sexuality is seen as 
promiscuous and uncontrolled.  
 
American concerns regarding urbanization were very similar: ‘[t]he freedom of 
Jacksonian society...alarmed many Americans...The absence of a fixed social order, 
the lightness of the law, the fluidity of economic and social life, all threatened to 
leave individuals without defined relations to one another or to the larger world in 
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which they all must live’ (MacLeod 1994, p. 97). The ‘ill defined relations’ 
mentioned carry the same threat of incest that the English commentators feared. 
Likewise the promiscuous female was identified in the female slum children of New 
York:  
…some hideous troop of ragged girls, from twelve years old down, 
brutalized already beyond redemption by premature vice, clad in 
filthy refuse of the rag pickers collection, obscene of speech, the 
stamp of childhood gone from their faces, hurrying along with harsh 
laughter and foulness on their lips that some of them have learned 
by rote, yet too young to understand it; with thief written in their 
cunning eyes and whore on their depraved faces. (Auchincloss 
1989, pp. 138-139, quoted in Macleod 1994, p. 147) 
 
A fictional child of the American upper classes such as Elsie Dinsmore floats 
effortlessly above this squalor, safe in her country idyll and protected by her extreme 
piety. Ellen Montgomery in The Wide, Wide World is more exposed to the working 
class; she shrinks in maidenly dismay and modesty from the rough masculinity of 
farmer Van Brunt and ‘shot from him like and arrow from a bow’ (p. 116), with 
‘flushed face’ and ‘sparkling eyes’ when he suggests she give him a kiss in thanks for 
building her a swing. Such outraged virginal modesty keeps Ellen safe from the 
depredations of the rude country bumpkins. Slum children such as Jessica (Jessica’s 
First Prayer), Meg (Little Meg’s Children) and Jim Lawrence (Reuben Touchett’s 
Granddaughter) have only their inherent piety and childish innocence to shield them 
from the drunkenness and licentiousness they see in the streets around them, but it is 
represented as a highly effective protection. 
 
Hesba Stretton’s 1868 novel Little Meg’s Children exemplifies many of the fears 
described above, and how from within these circumstances, a child can perform 
redemption. Meg’s mother dies leaving Meg alone with Baby and little brother Robin 
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while their sailor father is away at sea. The three children live in an attic in a dingy, 
grimy and dismal part of London. Each room of the eight room house in which they 
live is occupied by an entire family, ‘to possess two apartments was almost an 
undreamed of luxury’ (p. 9). Meg, like the children in Louis Auchincloss’s 
description, has lost the ‘stamp of childhood’ from her face: ‘she wore the shrewd, 
anxious air of a woman upon her face…her step was slow and silent, less like that of a 
child than of a woman, who was already weary with much labour’ (p. 11). The 
neighbours are a ‘bad crew’ (p. 13), drunken and squalid, ‘ill clothed and ill fed’ (p. 
20), and children crawl in the street outside.  
 
What keeps Meg safe in these parlous circumstances is her own inherent piety: 
though barely literate she reads from her Bible every day and instructs her brother. 
Meg’s innocent and unsophisticated faith and her conviction that God will provide for 
her and her siblings have a profound affect on Kitty, a young woman who occupies 
the ‘back attic’. Kitty is exactly that drunken, promiscuous female of whom the social 
commentators quoted previously were so afraid. Kitty enters the story when she is 
released from jail after a six-week sentence for drunk and disorderly behaviour. 
Kitty’s mother says that ‘she grew up bad’ and that it would have been a ‘hundred 
times better if she’d died’ (p. 92). Kitty has a relapse into drunkenness and allows 
Baby, who she is minding, to be dosed with what is probably an opium-based sedative 
and subsequently Baby dies. There are only general hints regarding Kitty’s sexual 
behaviour; for example, she offers to find Meg’s father, a sailor, because she ‘knows 
their ways, and where they go to, when they come ashore’ (p. 69), also her ‘shame’ 
and ‘alarm’ at ‘every eye that [meets] hers’ (p. 142) when she first ventures out into 
the street after her reformation suggest prostitution.  
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Despite the depths to which Kitty has sunk she is not irredeemable. It is not just 
Meg’s Christian faith that inspires Kitty, it is Meg’s goodness, her kindness to her 
little brother and sister and her innocent obedience to her dead mother. These 
behaviours remind Kitty of herself as a little girl, before she slid into wickedness. It is 
this, the example of the ideal child that encourages Kitty to reunite with her own lost 
mother and become a child again herself.  
 
The innocence of the nineteenth century redeeming fictional child fulfils several 
functions. It protects children from aggressive male sexuality and it gives adults a 
respite from guilt over their own feelings. The provocatively licentious slum children, 
the ragged child prostitutes described by Louis Auchincloss and the middle class 
preoccupation with sexual activity in the slums needed an antidote. Just as the figure 
of the angel in the house ‘could appeal to men as an emblem of freedom from, or at 
least the mastery of desires that they themselves found discomforting’ (Adams 1999, 
p. 130), so can the innocent child. Unease with male sexual aggression made 
Coventry Patmore’s domestic angel an ‘icon of anti sensualism’ (Adams 1999, p. 
129). A child equivalent was created in the innocent redeemer. Some Victorians saw 
childhood as a threat, ‘a stage during which desire outstripped self-control’ (Nelson 
1999, p. 70). In 1867 Dr E.P Miller said ‘children…have erotic feelings without the 
information essential for their deployment and control…children inherit strong sexual 
desires of which they do not know the meaning’ (Gay 1984, pp. 303-304). This idea 
of the ‘inherited’ desire harks back to earlier Calvinist beliefs of infant depravity 
(Adams 1999, p. 94). These ideas coupled with the obsessive attempts to prevent 
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children masturbating confirm that the Victorians did indeed see children as sexual 
and yet would not acknowledge the fact in fiction. 
 
Women, particularly the poor, and children were believed to have little or no control 
over their physical and emotional urges. The domestic angel and the figure of the 
innocent child were free from wayward personal desires, including erotic longing, 
thus freeing men from the need to restrain themselves from temptation. The repeated 
representation of women and children as innocent rendered them sexually unavailable 
and therefore allowed children the extremely close emotional and physical proximity 
to adult figures seen in novels such as The Wide, Wide World and Elsie Dinsmore. 
 
The representation of lower class women as licentious and immoral occurs in Frances 
Hodgson Burnett’s 1886 novel, Little Lord Fauntleroy. Ceddie Errol’s grandfather, 
the Earl, and his emissary to America, the lawyer Havisham, both expect Ceddie’s 
mother to be vulgar, common and mercenary. They cannot conceive that, as an 
American woman of the lower classes, she could be anything other than a greedy, 
rapacious woman who has entrapped the Earl’s beloved youngest son. At the sight of 
the cheap little house next door to the grocery store where Ceddie and his mother live 
Havisham feels ‘shocked’ and ‘shrinks’ from the encounter (p. 20). Both men come to 
accept that they are wrong about Mrs Errol, but their expectations of lower class 
women are amply justified in the figure of the mother of the impostor who claims to 
be the real Lord Fauntleroy. This ‘repulsive’ (p. 185) woman, ‘evidently…a person 
from the lower walks of life’ (p. 181), pretends to have born a son to one of the Earl’s 
elder sons and attempts to instate that son as the real Lord Fauntleroy. ‘She is 
absolutely uneducated and openly mercenary. She cares for nothing but the money. 
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She is very handsome in a coarse way’ (p. 160) and has little or no control over her 
temper and urges. On being exposed as a fake she loses ‘all control over herself’ (p. 
195) and provides a clear example of the type of woman who was so feared as to 
make the concept of the angel in the house necessary. 
 
Innocence was essential in the nineteenth century child redeemer for the respite it 
offered to adult characters oppressed with the guilt of their own sins. Ceddie Errol is 
himself without sin and blind to his grandfather’s imperfections, thus creating a space 
in which the Earl can regain his self esteem, his secrets safe from the child’s unseeing 
eyes. Again, Fiedler’s description of such a relationship between child and adult as 
‘the confrontation of adult corruption and childish perception’ can be applied as it 
could to Tar (Junk) (1960, p. 275). The innocent child’s ‘unfallen way of perceiving 
the world’ gives the adult characters a last chance to change their ways (Fiedler 1960, 
p. 274). Ceddie’s perception of the Earl epitomizes Fiedler’s concept:  
Cross, and hard hearted, and worldly as the old Earl was, he could 
not help feeling a secret and novel pleasure in this very confidence. 
After all, it was not disagreeable to meet some one who did not 
distrust him or shrink from him, or seem to detect the ugly part of 
his nature; some one who looked at him with clear, unsuspecting 
eyes, -- if it was only a little boy in a black velvet suit’ (p. 77).  
 
This innocent perception is specifically the mechanism that redeems the Earl: ‘[t]he 
fact was that the strongest power to influence the Earl was his grandson’s perfect 
confidence in him -- the fact that Cedric always believed that his grandfather was 
going to do what was right and generous’ (p. 142).  
 
The relationship between Ceddie and the Earl is profoundly powerful and Ceddie is 
credited with extraordinary transformative abilities. The Earl’s sister says of him: ‘he 
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is a changed man in a measure, and, incredible as it may seem, Harry, it is my opinion 
that he is being made into a human being, through nothing more nor less than his 
affection for that innocent, affectionate little fellow’ (p. 151). In the dialogue that 
follows this, Lady Lorridaile refers to the Earl in animal terms saying: ‘His own 
children would as soon have thought of nestling up to a tiger’ (p. 151). In her 
reflection on the relationship between the two, Lady Lorridaile thinks of the Earl as a 
‘proud, grim old man’ and Ceddie as ‘the child’ with a ‘warm, innocent nature’ (pp. 
151-2). Representing the Earl and Ceddie as nameless archetypes with opposing 
characteristics (proud/grim, warm/innocent) causes readers to associate these traits, 
not with individuals, but with the states of age and youth, or adulthood and childhood. 
Burnett’s conception of the redeeming child goes beyond Alice Byrnes’ Jungian child 
who is able to ‘restor[e] us to our truest selves’ (1995, p. 16); Burnett’s child can 
transform animal into human, from tiger to loving grandpa. Ceddie is no a longer 
representation of an individual boy but has become a talisman against inhumanity. 
 
Morality in the Twentieth Century 
Societal fears of aberrant sexuality and moral deterioration have changed focus since 
the Victorian era. Homosexuality and masturbation are now generally considered part 
of the spectrum of normal sexual behaviour; incest is still abhorred in the late 
twentieth century but it is subsumed under a general horror of child sex abuse. The 
child as a victim of paedophilia is of even greater concern than ever before because of 
the realization that its occurrence is not confined to the ‘promiscuous lower classes’ 
but crosses all socio-economic boundaries and is perpetrated by those in whom 
society has placed greatest trust and responsibility for children. The figure of the 
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paedophile as a predatory monster looms as a major threat to ‘our illusions about 
childhood, the family, sexuality, and our own rectitude’ (Kincaid 1998b, p. 241). 
 
The concept of the child as a sexual being is now accepted: ‘cultural tectonics that 
have rendered childhood sexuality (and, by implication, childhood sex) no longer 
unthinkable (as perhaps they were in ordinary public discourse for much of this 
century [the twentieth]) but as so very thinkable to have become a dominant 
preoccupation’ (Rogers & Stainton 1998, p. 196). The child and early adolescent are 
now acknowledged to have sexual feelings and at the same time are seen as 
threatened more than ever before. Sexual innocence and purity no longer serve to 
protect this child, nor do they serve to protect adults from their own inclinations. 
Modern saviours still need a type of innocence in their repertoire of redeeming 
devices but it is not the pious, asexual, slightly hysterical innocence of Elsie 
Dinsmore. These saviours possess an innocence based on rationality and naturalness. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, The Child and Sexuality, controlled, planned 
and sensible is the mode for the sexual activity in Tomorrow, When the War Began, 
The Adonis Strategy, The Obernewtyn Chronicles and Shade’s Children, in direct 
contrast to the passion, ardour and physical desire shown by children such as Ellen 
Montgomery, Elsie Dinsmore and Little Lord Fauntleroy. This modern conception of 
sexual innocence is essential to the redeeming capacity of twentieth century children. 
 
Redeeming children in recent fiction have gained control over potentially wayward 
sexuality. Gold-Eye and Ninde (Shade’s Children) and Lee and Ellie (Tomorrow, 
When the War Began) are all sufficiently in control of themselves to forgo intercourse 
because of a lack of condoms. Gold-Eye feels the ‘aching, desperate desire to do more 
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than explore each other’s bodies with fingers and mouths and skin against skin’ (p. 
239), but he restrains himself. The children and adolescents in Shade’s army must 
undergo sex education training, after which they may enter the ‘lottery’ where sex is 
partaken of under a roster system. It is the training that recalls Gold-Eye and Ninde to 
their senses. Ella, the leader of their team, hopes that they will be ‘sensible’ (p. 239) 
and of course they are. 
 
Sexual urges in The Adonis Strategy are provided for like any other bodily need. 
Sixteen-year-old Matt, the lead singer of supergroup Adonis, has a consort provided 
for him by the band’s management. Only the most ‘intelligent and sensitive’ (p. 17) 
young people are selected for this ‘prestigious and respectable career’ (p. 16). Tina, 
the beautiful consort, suggests to Matt ‘Well, what about sex, then?’; instead of the 
hormone driven frenzy that might be expected to follow, Matt replies ‘Not tonight’ 
and kisses Tina half heartedly (p. 16). 
 
Similarly Elspeth Gordie, the main character of The Obernewtyn Chronicles, rejects 
the love of the enigmatic Rushton until the last few pages of the third volume. Like a 
character from a Mills and Boone novel Rushton is strong, dark and green eyed; after 
their first encounter Elspeth dreams of his ‘shadowed, green eyes conveying messages 
I could not understand’ (1987 p. 82), he is the ‘Master’ of Obernewtyn and Elspeth 
must put herself ‘into [his] hands and ask no questions’ (1987, p. 195). The sexual 
tension builds but still Elspeth resists: ‘His hands tightened where they rested on the 
sill. They were very brown and strong and the thought came to me of how they would 
feel against my skin. Ruthlessly I pushed the vision away, mortified at my lack of 
control’ (1995, p. 433). The reason Elspeth represses her feelings is so that she can 
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concentrate on her quest; so committed and conscientious is she that she says ‘There 
was no room for anything in my life but my quest to destroy the weaponmachines’ 
(1995, p. 424). 
 
Ellie (Tomorrow, When The War Began) says of her parents and parents generally 
that they ‘expect you to be always on the lookout for a chance to do something wild’ 
(p. 6). Her parents also encourage her to organise a larger group of teenagers to go on 
the camping trip because they thought ‘there was less chance of an orgy if there were 
more people’ (p. 5). However, if the parents had been basing their views of teenage 
sexuality on the redeeming characters of science fiction and fantasy they would have 
known there was nothing to worry about. These sensible, controlled young people are 
the antithesis of the fervent nineteenth century saviours, their rationality making them 
perfect exemplars to lead a new society in a new world. The young people represented 
in these novels are the generation that will repopulate the world and re-establish 
society; they are in a sense modern day Adams and Eves. Yet this new social order 
will not be founded on submission to temptation as the Christian story tells, but rather 
on self-control. Paedophilia and other perverse sexual demons, prevalent in a society 
sprung from fallen innocence and sexual temptation, will potentially be absent from a 
new civilization based on a sexuality that is normalised as controllable and rational. 
 
Violence, or precursors to violence, feature heavily in Douglas Rushkoff’s previously 
quoted list of millennium end fears: racial tension, fundamentalist outbursts, nuclear 
arsenals, Third World rage, urban decay, moral collapse, religious corruption, drug 
addiction and paranoid militias are all included. When any of these or other forms of 
violence are perpetrated by children or against children, society’s most pronounced 
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anxieties are aroused (Grant 1996, p. 31). The use of children as a sacrifice to end the 
war as described in The Adonis Strategy is indicative of how repugnant Western 
society finds the idea of ‘innocent’ children killed or injured in battle. In the future 
society of The Adonis Strategy, governed by Youth International, the worst crimes 
with the highest penalties are ‘the kidnapping, rape, torture, or murder of a citizen 
under the age of eighteen’ (p. 12). 
 
Worse still than the violence of an adult towards a child, is violence committed by 
children. Western society may have accepted the sexual child but the violent child is 
still viewed as unnatural. When children commit acts of violence it is not seen to be 
because the child is naturally violent but because they, in turn, have been treated 
violently by an adult and are simply repeating a learned behaviour. Alternatively, 
violent children are seen as infected with adult problems through the blurring of child 
and adult culture via the electronic media of television, film, and the internet. Again 
children are responding to adult behaviour, not displaying innate tendencies. 
Elizabeth Newson in the Journal of Mental Health calls ‘unthinkable’ the murder of 
two-year-old James Bulger by two ten-year-old boys (1994, p. 221). Disputing the 
possibility that the killers were ‘evil freaks’ (1994, p. 221), Newson searches for 
reasons or causes for such antisocial behaviour in the children’s social environments; 
her conclusion regarding their behaviour and that of other violent children is that the 
availability of ‘gross images of violence on video’ causes such behaviour (1994, p. 
221). For Newson and the long list of psychologists, psychiatrists and paediatricians 
that endorse her paper, violence in a young child has a cause outside the child’s 
individual character for which adults are responsible. Mike Powers in Human Ecology 
looks at the same issue and argues that ‘socially toxic environments’ foster violence 
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(1995, p. 4). Powers’ ‘toxic environment’ is broader than just the viewing of violent 
videos and includes all forms of violence that might be witnessed or experienced by 
children. Exposure to violence has a ‘traumatic effect’ on ‘younger kids’ and on 
‘older kids, it has a corrupting effect’ (p. 5). Powers quotes the views of James 
Garbarino, director of Cornell University’s Family Life Development Center, who 
says ‘the tendency to use violence as a solution or a response is a learned behaviour 
[or] ‘cultural script’’ (p5). For both Powers and Newson violence is not innate in 
children but is something with which they are infected through contact with violent 
adults. 
 
Linda Grant compares the late twentieth century aversion and sensitivity to violence 
to the Victorian mania for strenuously obliterating anything that could possibly be 
construed as having sexual connotations, such as covering the legs of tables. Grant 
maintains that we now see violence everywhere: 
boxing and hunting which used to be sports are now violence; 
eating meat which used to be good nutrition is now violence; 
wearing fur which was a sign of wealth is now violence; rape which 
used to be bad sex is now nothing to do with sex and everything 
about violence; being hit by one’s husband used to be part of bad 
marriages to no good men, now it is domestic violence; angry words 
which were once part of argument are now verbal violence. (Grant 
1996, p. 260) 
 
Grant’s view that violence has replaced sex as society’s primary cultural evil is 
echoed by Leslie Fiedler, as has been discussed in Chapter Two, The Child and 
Sexuality. Fiedler maintains that adolescent male characters are permitted a ‘certain 
amount of good clean sex… and forbidden in return an equivalent amount of good 
clean violence’ (1960, p. 271). Fielder’s observation is accurate of the texts discussed 
in that it is possible for modern characters to be sexually active and retain a quality of 
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innocence. It is also apparent in the recent science fiction and fantasy novels looked at 
in this chapter that violence perpetrated by children and adolescents is disapproved of 
and questioned through the narratives. In Tomorrow, When The War Began, Shade’s 
Children, The Obernewtyn Chronicles and The Adonis Strategy child and adolescent 
characters are living in environments damaged by the violence of the previous 
generation. If they are to prevent such catastrophes happening again in new 
civilizations they must be able to communicate and negotiate without resorting to 
violence.  
 
There are strands of anti-violence ideology running through all four of the above-
mentioned novels. This proves problematic in some texts that simultaneously 
condemn the violence of adults yet construct young heroes who respond to attacks 
from adult adversaries with violence of their own. The Adonis Strategy, Shade’s 
Children, The Obernewtyn Chronicles and Tomorrow, When The War Began all 
reveal this inconsistency. However unconvincing the anti-violence message may be, 
the child and adolescent characters in these novels use violence only as a last resort 
and in response to adult violence; violence is not shown as an inherent quality in the 
young, but instead it is a trait associated with adults. The young use violence in 
extremis and not as a preferred method of materialising power. When youthful 
characters do commit violent acts they are shown to experience extreme discomfort 
and guilt and repeatedly question the right or wrong of what they have done. The 
circumstances in which adolescent characters perpetrate violence mitigate their 
responsibility for their actions; the blame is transferred from them to adults. As was 
seen in Dear Miffy (Chapter One), Tony’s aggression is not innate; it is a mode of 
behaviour he has learnt from his dysfunctional family. Likewise, for the redeeming 
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characters in The Adonis Strategy, Shade’s Children, The Obernewtyn Chronicles and 
Tomorrow, When The War Began, a limited amount of violence is sanctioned. 
However, it usually occurs in situations where the protagonists face death and is 
generally followed by feelings of self-revulsion and remorse. To be able to redeem 
effectively, the child and adolescent characters must have qualities adults lack. If 
adults (or society created by adults) are to be redeemed from violence, this process 
must be performed by characters who are pacifists. The process of redemption does 
not just ‘rescue’, it must also transform. As it was essential for nineteenth century 
saviours to be spotlessly innocent, so it is essential for the somewhat blemished 
twentieth century saviours to maintain an aura of honour and incorruptibility to 
counter the corruption, violence and brutality of adults and transform the damaged 
societies created by them. 
 
The Farseekers, (1990) book two in the The Obernewtyn Chronicles, represents adult 
violence and aggression as causing the ‘Great White’, a nuclear war that comes 
perilously close to destroying life on earth. The Great White is also referred to as the 
‘Holocaust’. In the post World War Two era there would be few, particularly 
Western, readers who do not associate this word with the Nazi Holocaust of the Jews; 
undoubtedly one of the most inhumane acts ever committed and indelibly associated 
with images of great cruelty and evil. The Nazi parallel continues in the description of 
the ‘population cleansing’ undertaken after the Great White, by the Council and the 
Herders, the governing authorities of the new society. The cleansing included ‘[r]itual 
burnings of mutated babies, [and] misshapen young of animals’ (p. 2). In contrast to 
the adult regime’s fascistic rule, the young inhabitants of Obernewtyn are established 
as egalitarian, inclusive and pacifist. So sensitive are the Misfits to violence that they 
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question the value of establishing a competition or test of skills among themselves; 
they fear that such a competition will ‘produce antisocial and aggressive tendencies’ 
(p. 18). At one point in the novel Elspeth must use her extra strength ‘killing power’ 
(p. 131), a mental force that she has used previously. Before Elspeth unleashes this 
power the reader is told that if she doesn’t she and her friends will be burnt, clearly 
establishing Elspeth’s actions as a last resort. After the threatening guard has been 
rendered unconscious, Elspeth falls to the ground retching and coughing. The contrast 
that is created between the representation of the adult governors as wantonly cruel 
and the Beforetimers as ‘enamoured of war’ (p. 295) and the children and adolescents 
of Obernewtyn as pacifists is maintained throughout the quartet until the final book, 
The Keeping Place, where pacifism versus aggression becomes a central issue.  
 
A clear association is made for the reader between youthfulness and pacifism and 
adulthood and violence. Despite this and the fact that the Misfits have extraordinary 
powers of telepathy and telekinesis that generally allow them to avoid violence, the 
group is caught up in a bloody conflict and war is represented as inevitable. An anti-
violence stance and paranormal mental abilities are not enough to prevent war in a 
society that still entertains conflict as a viable option; the novels of the quartet pose 
the question ‘if not war then what?’ but fail to provide an answer. The text positions 
readers to sympathise with the Misfits’ anti-war stance but does not deliver an 
alternative mechanism or philosophy of conflict resolution. 
 
Heather Scutter says of John Marsden’s Tomorrow, When the War Began ‘[w]hile 
violence is explicitly eschewed, it is, with prurience, explicitly enacted’ (1999, p. 
174). The text does, indeed, indulge in lashings of violence while also representing 
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the teenagers engaged in superficial moral discussions of right and wrong that never 
result in any creative or profound approach to their situation. A clear distinction is 
made between the attitude of the teenagers to killing and the attitude of the 
professionals, similar to the distinction made in The Obernewtyn Chronicles. 
Marsden’s adolescents care about the people they kill; they empathize with their 
victims and are concerned about the permanent emotional damage they may be doing 
to themselves. The professional soldiers on the other hand, like the Council and the 
Herders in The Obernewtyn Chronicles, kill wantonly. Ellie and her friends however, 
still kill, and continue to do so even after their initial revulsion. Despite their apparent 
empathy with the invaders, the teenagers make no attempt to take a prisoner and find 
out who the invaders are, or why they have invaded. At the end of the novel when the 
group discuss their response options to the invasion, the charismatic Homer presents a 
very narrow range of alternatives to them and the reader, not one of which involves 
political engagement. Instead, the rest of the group, like the reader, are positioned to 
choose between two main options; being ‘chicken’ and doing nothing or joining the 
war effort and helping to ‘get our country back’ (p. 239). Chris, who is reluctant to 
fight back, is described as ‘liv[ing] in his own world’, and the reader is told that he 
‘doesn’t have many friends’ (p. 240) and lacks energy and initiative. Ellie has already 
distinguished Chris within the group as dishonourable for looting cigarettes, instead 
of useful objects such as batteries. The implications being that he does not want to 
fight back because he has little to fight for, is an emotionally detached person, is weak 
and without the sense of honour, courage and mateship that drives the rest of the 
group. This previous positioning of the reader to see Chris as flawed negates the 
possibility that he might have a valid, non-violent alternative to propose.  
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Ultimately, the texts in this series remain ambivalent about the nature of the future 
these young adults are able to create. The teenagers’ ability to deliver Australia from 
the failures of its adult leaders is questionable as they offer nothing new and continue 
to ‘enact standard and stereotypical adult behaviours and ideologies’ (Scutter 1999, 
pp. 180-1). This is particularly apparent in the groups’ treatment of the feral children 
they ‘rescue’ in the sixth book of the series The Night is For Hunting. Trapped and 
kidnapped for their ‘own good’ the feral children are taken back to the group’s bush 
hideout where Ellie and her friends try to recreate traditional child-parent 
relationships and create the stereotypical trappings of a ‘proper’ Western childhood 
such as Christmas. 
 
Evil Adults 
For a child to redeem or save an adult, the child must in some sense be superior to the 
adult. In nineteenth century literature the child redeemer has some moral superiority 
over the adult ‘redeemee’, but these adults are not evil, merely straying. The fact that 
they are open to redemption is evidence that they are not thoroughly bad. One 
hundred years on adults in young adult fiction have come to epitomise evil. 
 
Nineteenth century redeemers are located in domestic environments and are sustained 
by parents or adult guardians for the duration of the narrative, or like Jessica 
(Jessica’s First Prayer) and Little Meg (Little Meg’s Children), achieve domestic 
stability and adult support by the end of the text. The more recent characters do not 
function from within a domestic, familial setting; rather they live in worlds where 
their allies and companions are other children and adolescents, and adults are the 
enemy. There are ‘[n]o safe harbours, no parents, no direction home’ (Neve 1996, 
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p.114) in these modern novels. Parents are either absent, inadequate or positively 
deadly (as they are in Northern Lights). None of the children represented in the 
Victorian novels looked at in this thesis are situated within a traditional nuclear 
family; Jessica (Jessica’s First Prayer) and Ellen Montgomery (The Wide, Wide 
World) are orphans, Elsie (Elsie Dinsmore), Jim Lawrence (Rueben Touchett’s 
Granddaughter) and Little Meg (Little Meg’s Children) are motherless, and Ceddie 
(Little Lord Fauntleroy) is fatherless. Jim and Jessica both have parents who are 
alcoholics. Despite this the children aim to redeem their penitent parents or guardians 
and restore a structure based around a child-adult bond. The redemption process is 
complete when the child-adult unit is established or re-established, a movement that 
brings deliverance to both the child and adult, representing this relationship as 
fundamental to human happiness. Indeed Elsie Dinsmore and Ellen (The Wide, Wide 
World) cling so tightly to the child-adult relationship that they marry men whom they 
have known since early childhood and for whom they can continue to perform as 
children. 
 
The modern novels I have selected do not follow this pattern. Adults are generally but 
not universally represented as evil or, at best, weak and inadequate. Shade’s Children, 
The Obernewtyn Chronicles and The Adonis Strategy show the young characters 
forming communities amongst others of the same or similar age rather than moving 
back to a traditionally structured family based on child-adult relationships. The 
emphasis in the twentieth century novels on the association between adulthood and 
evil would indeed make it very difficult for authors to credibly depict children and 
adolescents seeking to establish the same sort of multi-age familial groupings. 
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In the science fiction and fantasy genres, crises of annihilation have various causes: 
alien invasion, exotic plagues, natural disasters, major technological malfunctions or 
nuclear warfare to name a few of the most popular. Some of these causes are human-
made and preventable; scenarios in which the human race has sown the seed for its 
own destruction such as the Great White in the Obernewtyn stories. Others, such as 
natural disasters, are beyond societal control. The five novels written in the 1990s 
considered in this chapter all concern human-made scenarios. To be more specific 
these scenarios of destruction are caused not by the human race as a whole but by a 
particular subset of that group: adults. It is adults who bring society to the brink of 
Armageddon and it is the young who must affect the reversal of fortune.  
 
The adults in these novels possess characteristics that make their part in the 
destruction of the human race inevitable. The greed, brutality, violence, apathy and 
selfishness displayed by adult protagonists programmes them to destruction. These 
failings are not evident only in a small group of individuals; they are flaws that are 
shown as belonging to adults in general. It is not individual evil that causes adults to 
destroy; it is characteristics innate to adultness. Conversely, it is not the personal 
qualities of individual children that allow them to save; it is qualities of their 
childness that enable their redemptive faculty. This is consistent with the child 
saviours in the nineteenth century who were representative characters; childish 
innocence being represented as a generic quality of the young.  
 
The Obernewtyn Chronicles emphasise the inevitability of nuclear disaster given the 
characteristics of the Beforetimers; ‘arrogant, greedy, self centred’ (1999, p. 36). 
Good and evil are split along generational lines. The Beforetimers had been ‘masters 
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of wanton destruction’ (1995, p. 503), the ‘holocaust had been inevitable, given the 
nature of the Beforetimers’ (1995, p. 503). The community at Obernewtyn constitutes 
a new generation, the cataclysmic nature of the Great White providing a neat 
demarcation between the adult generation responsible for the catastrophe, and the 
child generation who must deal with the consequences. The two generations, the 
Beforetimers and the Misfits, are defined by generational difference; permanently 
adult and perpetually childlike respectively. Elspeth explains that the Misfit 
community rarely rescues talented adults as ‘few older folk…[are] unable to accept 
that their mutant abilities might not be evil’ (1990, p. 47). In complete contradiction 
of all their vows and policies of egalitarianism and non-interference in the lives of 
others, the Obernewtyn team simply block the powers of those who they judge to be a 
‘bad risk’ (1990, p. 47); this is usually an adult. ‘Children and young people’ are 
considered more capable of ‘changing their thinking and accepting their talents’, not 
all Talented Misfits strive ‘for right and justice’, those that do not are the ones likely 
to ‘[hide] their abilities from themselves’, that is, adults (1995, p. 93). 
 
The most evil of the Rebel leaders, the treacherous and brutal Malik, scorns and 
mocks the Misfits because they are children: ‘Children should be at play, not 
meddling in the affairs of their elders and betters’ (1995, p. 370). It would be 
impossible for the reader to miss the irony of Malik’s comment, one of many he 
makes, belittling the Misfits because of their youth. Malik may be the Misfits’ elder 
but the text makes it quite clear that he is intellectually and morally inferior. The 
paranormal attributes that the Misfits possess are viewed by the Council, the Herders 
and some Rebels as weaknesses, yet the text presents these traits as gifts rather than 
deformities. Likewise, the youth of the Misfits that Malik belittles has already been 
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established as superior to the adultness of the warmongering Beforetimers and the 
inflexibility and prejudice of adult Misfits. 
 
To reinforce just how good and how superior the child is, the most evil character in 
the Obernewtyn series is, paradoxically, a child. Leslie Fiedler explains that in the 
Romantic iconography ‘woman’, ‘child’ and ‘Indian’ represent the heart as opposed 
to the head. The ‘Indian’ and the ‘woman’ can be split into polar opposites: ‘[w]oman 
becomes the Fair Virgin and the Dark Lady, the Indian becomes Mingo and Mohawk, 
Pawnee and Sioux – Good Indian and Bad Indian!…The child, however, refuses to do 
such double service, stubbornly resists becoming an image of fear as well as one of 
hope’ (1960, pp. 266-7). This is not the case in The Obernewtyn Chronicles. While 
even the worst crime is that which damages or destroys the ‘innocence’ of childhood, 
namely sexual abuse, the most monstrous and wicked character is that of the naturally 
evil child. The exaggerated horror of evil children comes from the understanding that 
in order to overcome their innate goodness and innocence they must possess a super 
abundance of badness. In The Obernewtyn Chronicles this child is Ariel, referred to 
as the ‘demon spawn’ (1995, p. 92). There are no mitigating circumstances; no 
parental abuse that has made him the way he is. Ariel is that rare abomination of the 
genuinely evil child, the ‘evil freak’ that Professor Elizabeth Newson found so hard to 
believe in. An evil adult such as the rebel Malik is to be expected, his loathing of the 
adolescent Misfits only inspires anger and frustration, not great fear. It is the figure of 
the wicked child that generates true horror and fear. Despite his, ‘sweet, piping 
voice…slender as a wand … delicate curls, slim, girlish shoulders and large, pale 
eyes’ (1987, p. 68) Ariel is ‘obscene’, ‘warped’ and ‘twisted’ (1995, pp. 94-85). 
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The converse of the evil child, the good adult, is also used as an exception that proves 
the rule of ‘adults bad’, ‘children good’. The inclusion of an adult who functions as a 
token child is an extremely common device in young adult fiction. Where other adults 
are insensitive, uncaring or blind to the problems of the young, these adults who, 
through their closeness to nature, mental illness, magical powers, ethnicity or other 
exclusion from mainstream adult culture, have retained or regained some childish 
characteristics, can help the child or adolescent complete their redemptive quests. In 
Philip Pullman’s Northern Lights the Gyptians play this role. The Gyptians lead a 
wandering life on the canals, inhabiting marginal spaces and appearing as slightly 
romantic and disreputable figures on the fringes of mainstream society. Like Lyra and 
her friend Roger who inhabit the interstitial spaces of Jordon College, such as 
rooftops and underground passages, unknown to the adult inhabitants, the Gyptians 
also have secret routes through the fens known only to themselves. The Gyptians’ 
affinity with children is related to their shared status on the periphery of society. 
While fully adult, the Gyptian characters Farder Coram, John Faa and Ma Costa are 
strongly associated with characteristics typical of the novel’s main child character, 
Lyra, and this allows them to perform as assistants in her quest.  
 
Foucault writes: ‘as power becomes more anonymous and more functional...those 
upon whom it is exercised tend to be more strongly individualised. In a system of 
discipline, the child is more individualised than the adult’ (Foucault 1977, p. 193). In 
Northern Lights adults are shown as an homogenous source of danger to the child and 
present the kind of anonymous, undifferentiated threat of which Foucault speaks. A 
very emphatic picture of adult threat is created for the reader in the first chapter of 
Northern Lights. Within this first chapter Lyra and, thus the reader, encounter only 
 149
frightening, manipulative, murderous adults. Lyra’s behaviour is typified by avoiding 
adults, trying not or be seen or heard, ‘staying out of sight’, ‘whispering’, ‘crouching’, 
‘hiding’, ‘creeping’. Adults are to be feared and avoided. This negative picture of 
adults is presented to the reader before any individual or personal details are made 
known about these adult characters. This lack of individuation reinforces the feeling 
that the threat posed by adults is not confined to the adult Oxford scholars and 
servants in Lyra’s immediate environment but rather that it is broader and emanates 
from all adult figures. 
 
The facelessness of adults is particularly noticeable in the early descriptions of the 
Gobblers. Mrs Coulter and her accomplices are not initially named or described by 
the narrator; they are only shown from the uninformed perspective of the children 
who are stolen, whose individual stories are told in detail. The reader does not know 
who Mrs Coulter is, only that she is beautiful and an adult. The Gobblers assume 
‘Boogie Man’ status: nameless, faceless, mysterious threatening and adult. As none of 
the children in the story know what the Gobblers actually look like, any adult could 
potentially be one. Lyra deduces that because they come in the daylight they must 
look like ‘ordinary people’ (p. 58).  
 
This association of particular characteristics with stages of maturity rather than with 
individuals polarizes the states of childhood and adulthood, creates stereotypes and 
sets up an oppositional relationship between the two states. In the novels from the 
1990s this opposition is expressed directly in plots of conflict, battle and war between 
children or adolescents and adults. The generic badness of adulthood problematizes 
the movement from childhood to adulthood. This poses a great difficulty for authors 
 150
who have positioned readers to mistrust adulthood: that is, how do they depict 
growing up in anything other than a negative way if growing up leads inevitably to 
degeneration? Likewise, in terms of plot coherence, it is very difficult for texts to 
depict a positively different future if the young people shown saving the world are 
doomed to an inescapable loss of positive characteristics when they pass through 
puberty.  
 
In these twentieth century novels the adversaries are always a child and an adult, 
never two children, with the exception of Ariel in the Obernewtyn books. The enemy 
is always grown up. In The Adonis Strategy and Northern Lights this is no 
coincidence as evilness is represented as intrinsic to adulthood. In Northern Lights 
once an individual reaches puberty and experiences sexual feelings he or she is 
contaminated, and ‘Dust’, the outward sign of sin, begins to accumulate. In The 
Adonis Strategy it is age rather than puberty than marks the end to childhood. 
Seventeen years of age is the upper limit for these characters. After this they are 
indelibly associated with the preceding adult generation, rejected for their propensity 
to war and violence. In the Tomorrow, When the War Began series and Shade’s 
Children the links between adulthood and evil are not shown to be as mechanistic.  
 
Marsden (Tomorrow, When the War Began) and Nix (Shade’s Children) portray 
adulthood just as negatively as Pullman (Northern Lights) and Fazakas (The Adonis 
Strategy), but rather than using simple, overt devices to signal the onset of adult 
decline they use parody to mock the implied reader’s expectations of adult behaviour 
and ability. Characteristics frequently associated with adulthood such as rationality, 
leadership, strength and, particularly, the instinct to care for children are spectacularly 
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lacking in Marsden’s adults, most noticeably in the character of Major Harvey of 
whom reader expectations are heightened by his standing as an army officer and a 
school principal. His cowardice, incompetence, dictatorial control and cruelty, parody 
the expectations Ellie and the reader have of adults being responsible and capable. 
Ellie, as the novel’s only focalizer, offers the reader only one possible subject 
position: that is to share her expectations of adults and, consequently, her 
disappointment when those expectations are confounded. 
 
Garth Nix also parodies accepted norms of adulthood, specifically parental behaviour 
through the figure of Shade, a human intelligence functioning from a computer and 
incarnated through a hologram. Shade believes it is his duty as the only adult left to 
protect the children: ‘I am an adult, in loco parentis to these children. They are my 
responsibility’ (p. 172). Shade repeatedly betrays his ‘children’ and is willing to let 
them die in exchange for a body. This reversal of what is considered the accepted 
adult protective role is not condoned in these novels. Adult cruelty against children 
elicits an emotional response from the computer that generates Shade; the computer 
malfunctions when Shade suggests breeding from Ninde and Gold-Eye and 
experimenting on their babies because it cannot compute the fact that an adult could 
do this to a child: ‘I can’t believe I/you said that babies…babies! will be used 
for…no…I cannot…personality integration error…shut down and restart’ (p. 265). 
 
This emotive response from an adult who has previously been shown as totally 
lacking in feeling allows readers to see the monstrousness of adults abusing children. 
Both Ninde in Shade’s Children and Lyra in Northern Lights register extreme horror 
at adult abuse of children. Ninde says: ‘If the Overlords were human, why were they 
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killing all the children to make their dreadful creatures?....How could they?’ (p. 214). 
Lyra asks: ‘why do they do these things to children, Pan? Do they hate all children so 
much, that they want to tear them apart like this? Why do they do it?’(p. 389). 
Pullman also confronts the readers’ confidence in the accepted norms of parenthood 
through a contrast between Lyra’s parents, Mrs Coulter and Lord Asriel, and the 
Gyptian family who befriend Lyra. Pullman sets up a paradigm for child loving 
exemplified by the Gyptians: ‘all children were precious and extravagantly loved, and 
a mother knew that if a child were out of her sight, it wouldn’t be far from someone 
else’s who would protect it instinctively’ (p. 56). In each of the modern novels looked 
at in this chapter adult behaviour is represented as the opposite of this model. The 
Gyptians are, however, depicted as functioning in opposition to the dominant forces 
in the novel, that is, the church and the state. The depiction of them as loving and 
caring is used to highlight the inadequacy of Lyra’s own parents; it is the exception 
rather than being shown as the norm. Lyra’s parents are the novel’s main villains; 
both are responsible for severing children from their daemons or souls, externalised 
and incarnated in animal forms. Neither is able to or desirous of establishing a 
parental relationship with Lyra. Rather it is the marginalised and subversive Gyptians 
who primarily provide a ‘family’ for Lyra. The Gyptians are represented so strongly 
in maternal and paternal terms that individual characters lose their specificity and 
become symbolic ‘mother’ and ‘father’ figures. Ma Costa in particular is represented 
as an elemental symbol of universal motherhood; her name labels her ‘mother’ and 
indeed she nursed Lyra as a baby. At one point on the journey north with the Gyptians 
Ma Costa comforts Lyra: ‘as if nothing had happened since she was born, the boat-
mother gathered her into her great arms and kissed her’ (p. 130); Lyra is reduced to a 
babe in arms and Ma Costa to universal mother. The text represents parenting, 
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childhood and family as roles rather than biological relationships, as if all that is 
required to play the role of parent is an understanding of the value of childhood. The 
text uses this distinction to draw up battle lines; the fight is not just between children 
and adults but those who love children and those that do not. 
 
The Goodness of Children 
The association of brutality, evilness, incompetence and corruption with age is 
pronounced in these novels. Equally emphatic is the promotion of youth as the source 
of positive characteristics including honesty, compassion, cooperation, commitment 
and courage. It is, of course, the qualities of youth as represented in this fiction that 
allow adolescent characters to function as saviours and heroes. As negative traits are 
generalised across all adults, so are the positive generalised to all children. 
 
Foucault emphasizes the productive nature of power relations; individuals shape 
themselves in response to the forces impacting on them; sometimes through 
resistance, sometimes through compliance. These good children, capable of heroic 
deeds, are the products of the particular power relationships within which they grew 
up. As adolescents, the two groups with whom power relationships will most 
frequently be negotiated are parents and schoolteachers. Power relations produce 
forms of subjectivity and behaviour rather than just repressing them. Ellie and her 
friends may dream of a life free from adult authority, and Lyra and Shade’s children 
despair over adult cruelty, yet it is these forces that have produced adolescents with 
the capacity to act as saviours. Subjection to dominant adult power is shown in these 
modern novels to produce good children. The adult generation may have brought the 
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world to the brink of annihilation but it has simultaneously created just the right kind 
of child to save it. 
 
The events that precipitate the political structure of The Adonis Strategy occur in 
1995. War threatens to lead to nuclear holocaust, ‘it was time to mobilise the 
children’ (p. 10). The children are sent onto the battlefields to plead with the soldiers 
to see reason and stop the war. But it is not the children’s idea, they are sent to the 
battlefields presumably by adults. ‘The children of Europe were hailed as saviours’ 
(p. 10). In fact, they function passively as a sacrifice, rather than actively as saviours. 
It is their value as sacrifice that has saved society. This value comes from their iconic 
status as blameless innocents; what they are, not what they do. Their deaths are 
qualitatively worse than the death of a soldier and are intended to induce guilt. A 
decline in traditional religious belief in the Western world has coincided with an 
increasing belief in the goodness of youth, or the ‘saving grace’ of youth. That a 
group of un-individuated children can operate as saviours is a direct result of 
endowing the state of childhood with an idealised status characterised by qualities of 
purity and innocence.  
 
Similarly, in Northern Lights Lyra is revered not just for specific personal qualities 
but also for her qualities of ‘childness’. Integral to her ability to read the alethiometer 
(a meter that measures truth) is her childish quality of being able to see through 
‘tricks and deceit’ (p. 227). As Iorek the armoured bear says, ‘adults can’t read it, as I 
understand’ (p. 227). Lyra asks Iorek if that means she will forget how to read it when 
she grows up and he suggests that she may retain the ability but only if she is different 
from other children. Whatever capacity Lyra has for divining the truth, it is directly 
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linked to her status as a child. Ordinary children might be able to read the 
alethiometer, but they would lose the ability as they aged. Lyra presents the reader 
with a paradox: how does she avoid the decline into adulthood that is the inevitable 
fate of all children yet remain true to her role as a typical child, a ‘coarse and greedy 
little savage’ (p. 36), a ‘healthy, thoughtless child’ (p. 33). Again, the Dust that 
reduces childhood to adulthood is employed as a linking metaphor and a physical, 
outward symbol of spiritual corruption. 
 
In the Tomorrow, When The War Began series, adolescents and children are shown to 
be different from, and better than, adults. Already we have seen how Marsden uses 
Ellie and her friends to parody the readers’ expectations of adult ability. Direct 
comparisons are drawn between Ellie’s gang and Harvey’s Heroes to the benefit of 
the teenagers. Harvey’s Heroes are ineffectual, incompetent, pompous fools unable to 
effect an ambush on the enemy. In comparison Ellie and her friends with only six 
people and practically no weapons have done ‘really big things… made a real 
difference’ (1993, p. 172). The teenagers are also compared favourably to the 
professional soldiers. The soldiers are less flexible and less imaginative; they simply 
follow orders, and are not their own bosses. As has been previously discussed, the 
text represents teenagers as holding the high moral ground in their ‘honourable’ 
attitude to killing. 
 
How to Grow up Good, if Grown-up is Bad? 
What are adult authors really offering to adolescent readers through these negative 
portrayals of adults and positive portrayal of adolescents as heroes? Roderick 
McGillis, in his article ‘Self, Other and Other Self’, states that ‘[c]hildren have little 
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or no power and they are vulnerable to social and cultural forces’ (1997, p. 217). 
What is depicted in these recent redemption stories, at least superficially, is a reversal 
of this situation. Adolescents and children are shown to be seemingly in positions of 
autonomy, strength and control. The common adolescent belief that adults are 
inadequate is vindicated by the representation of children who are in control and 
adults who are self-serving, ignorant and powerless. The assumption that adolescents 
are opposed to adults and mistrust the adult world is supported in this depiction. 
These novels offer adolescent readers the chance to enjoy a compensatory fantasy that 
gives the illusion of tilting the power balance in their favour and allow the author to 
position themselves as an adult with superior powers of empathy and sensitivity 
towards teenagers. Yet when examined carefully the inversion of the power balance in 
these novels is never complete. Hiding, avoiding adult observation and achieving 
invisibility are consistent themes in Tomorrow, When the War Began, Shade’s 
Children, The Obernewtyn Chronicles, The Adonis Strategy and Northern Lights. 
Observation and temporal and spatial control are primary manifestations of power and 
discipline mentioned by Michel Foucault. That these forces are still affecting 
adolescent characters is a reminder that the threat of adult violence is never far away. 
In the Victorian fiction the proximity of children to an adult guardian allows these 
controls to be maintained through direct obedience with the added strength of 
obedience to God via the parent as proxy. For the articulation of a power relationship 
it is necessary for there to be an ‘other‘ over whom power is exercised. These fictions 
only serve to reinforce the balance of power in favour of adults by emphasising the 
gulf between child and adult, and by focusing on a mutual sense of ‘otherness’ or 
difference between the two states.  
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The ability of the young in these novels to effect change, to ensure a future for 
humankind and to function as heroes and saviours depends upon their being able to 
grow up without the flaws of the previous generation. By offering children only 
limited options for resisting power (hiding, opting out, and violence), these 1990s 
fictions are in fact maintaining the status quo rather than offering genuine 
alternatives. Real power and agency for these saviours would be reflected in the 
creation of new societies based on different cultural values and structures to those 
their parents built and then destroyed. Three methods are depicted in these novels 
through which children and adolescents are offered a chance to change their society; 
they are selection of alternative adult role models, resistance to adult power and the 
opportunity to reconstruct themselves in a space free from adult power. These 
strategies are however not represented as sufficiently effective to enable viable 
alternative models of society to be constructed. 
 
In The Adonis Strategy the only adults shown positively are the Wall-eyes, the street 
kids of today depicted as middle-aged adults of the future. The Wall-eyes are as 
marginalised as adults as they were as street kids. Again, in Northern Lights, role 
model status is accorded only to adults outside the mainstream. This includes the 
Gyptians, aeronaut Lee Scoresby and the Witches. The adolescents in Tomorrow, 
When The War Began appear to be bereft of positive adult role models. For Shade’s 
Children all memories of adults before the change are so remote as to be inaccessible. 
Ninde is the only one with any interest in the past and she accesses it the only way 
available to her, through old movies. The films understandably give her a somewhat 
distorted view of adult behaviour. Yet it is a vision that she seems to have absorbed 
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very readily as attested to by the soft focus image of Ninde and Gold-Eye playing 
with their children in a park on the last page of the novel:  
It was autumn and the red and yellow leaves were piled high around 
the trees in the park. Two small children – a boy of about five and a 
girl of three or so – were kicking through the leaves… 
A stylishly dressed woman – perhaps in her late twenties – 
was reading a hefty textbook, possible a medical tome, on a bench 
nearby. She kept glancing up at the children in the leaves, watching 
them laugh and giggle as they played. 
Then she saw a man coming towards them, man whose eyes 
caught the afternoon light and glinted strangely gold. He walked up 
to the woman and kissed her lovingly on the ear. She smiled and 
called out to the children. 
‘Ella! Drum! Daddy’s here! Said Ninde. ‘It’s time to go 
home.’ (p. 302) 
 
It would appear that the only adults who are suitable as role models are those on the 
outside, adults who are not part of the mainstream, adults who do not share, or partake 
in, and are not supported by institutional power. Conversely, those who epitomise evil 
are those with the greatest access to institutional power; one of the defining factors of 
adulthood is this access to power and authority. The list of evil yet powerful adults 
characters from the twentieth century novels incudes: Mrs Coulter (church leader, 
scientist and parent), Lord Asriel (parent, scientist), Major Harvey (school principal, 
army leader), Shade (‘parent’, scientist), Professor Thaler (parent, wealthy, scientist). 
Power corrupts, and these adults have power in abundance.  
 
These novels appear to advocate the avoidance of power and the corruption depicted 
as its natural adjunct. By following this prescription adolescents can remain true to 
their childhood selves and retain the authenticity these youthful selves possess. The 
adolescent characters in these novels are represented as choosing to defer the onset of 
corruption by aligning themselves with those in society who have traditionally had 
least power. Once they usurp control of society, however, their decline is inevitable as 
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power in these novels is irrevocably linked to corruption. If adult power can only be 
negative and repressive, as it is represented in these novels, then there is no hope for 
the redeemers to be a different kind of powerful adult.  
 
Louise Fitzhugh’s book Nobody’s Family Is Going to Change shows a children’s 
army that fights for children’s rights. The main character, Emma, recognises that the 
‘Army’s practices only replicate those of the adult society it regards as the other’, and 
that ‘males were in control and would depend upon force’ (1974, p. 188). ‘That is, it 
does not have a separate ideological practice from within which it can interrogate 
society, and is doomed to failure’ (Stephens 1992, p. 261). Stephens’ comment can be 
equally well applied to both Tomorrow, When The War Began and Shade’s Children. 
Both Ellie’s gang and Shade’s children operate in power structures similar to those 
which function in society generally. In the sixth book of Marsden’s series, The Night 
is for Hunting, Ellie and her friends forcibly remove the feral children from their 
hiding spot in Stratton and take them to their hideout against their wishes. Ellie’s 
gang thoughtlessly destroys the independence of the feral children in a repeat of the 
pattern Ellie and her friends identify and complain of in their own lives. 
 
In Shade’s Children the recreation of stereotypical child-adult relationships also 
occurs. Ella and Ninde, particularly, take age-specific roles; Ella acting as the 
responsible parent to Ninde’s wilful, careless child. Again children are represented 
responding to violence with violence. Their lack of resistance to adult power and 
authority contributes to the reversion to stereotypical power relationships when the 
adolescents have the chance to create their own societies. According to Foucault the 
subject, which power has constituted, becomes part of the mechanism of power 
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(1980). The subject becomes the vehicle of that power which, in turn, has constituted 
it as that type of vehicle. Ellie and Ella, constituted through parental power, become 
vehicles to transmit that power by themselves taking on parental power roles. 
 
Late twentieth century science fiction and fantasy novels that on one level show 
children and adolescents as leaders and as superior to adults simultaneously reinforce 
to the reader the Romantic image of the spiritual, natural child. This image is an adult 
construct and the qualities that are valued in this image and which allow Victorian 
and more recent fictional children to redeem are selected by adults. It is doubtful that 
even a fictional redemption can be credible on these terms. Evangelical Christian 
religious redemption requires that the individual achieve ‘regeneration of his soul by 
utterly repenting of his sins and fully accepting Christ’s death as an atonement for 
them’ (Bradley 1976, p. 20). Nineteenth century children are represented as truly 
redeeming because they are operating within this religious framework where the path 
to redemption has been clearly described during the course of the Evangelical 
Revival. Their part in the process is simple; they must persuade by example. However 
in the modern novels, minus this religious framework, the process of secular 
restoration is not so clear. For the children to wipe out the sins of their fathers (and 
mothers) these adults would need to confess their sins and then let society be rebuilt 
without their control. This scenario is the basis of Youth International, the governing 
body in The Adonis Strategy, and this is depicted as a complete failure because of the 
impossibility of adults giving up their power, a defining characteristic of adulthood. 
These modern novels fail to depict viable and credible alternative societies, meaning 
that deliverance from societal collapse and environmental disaster does not truly 
occur, as the adults of the previous generation are not shown to truly relinquish power 
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and control. Late twentieth century young adult novels may appear to be showing 
readers that the young can make a difference and change society but what they also 
reveal is an adult resistance to this power and a fear of the potential of the young to 
oust adults from their positions of power. 
 
While Victorian characters such as Ellen, Ceddie and Elsie are completely successful 
in their redemption of fallen adults, the Herculean function of recent redeemers, that 
is saving lives, saving the planet and righting the destruction caused by the previous 
generation, is only partially achieved. Ellie and friends are dependent on adult help 
from outside for the war to finish. They offer no alternative solution to end the war, 
only violence; and the society they create for themselves and the feral children is as 
authoritarian as the one from which they have escaped. Matt in The Adonis Strategy is 
no more successful. He has exposed the corruption of the band’s managers, but the 
repressive regime of Youth International is still in place and the reader last sees Matt 
in hiding with the marginalised Wall-eyes. 
 
The adolescents in Shade’s Children cannot achieve their objective of ridding the 
world of the Overlords without the adult Shade’s help, particularly his vital last-
minute intervention. The final image of the now adult Ninde and Gold Eye does not 
indicate a changed society. Quite the contrary, we see an idealised, romanticized 
‘mummy’ and ‘daddy’, stylishly dressed, watching their laughing children play in the 
park. 
 
As for Lyra, she is shown setting off on her own to continue her quest at the end of 
Northern Lights. The reader doesn’t quite know what her quest involves, just that if 
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she fails ‘death will sweep through all the worlds; it will be the triumph of despair for 
ever. The universes will all become nothing more than interlocking machines, blind 
and empty of thought, feeling, life’ (p. 310). Lyra is, of course, ignorant of this, as it 
is integral to the completion of her quest that she remain ignorant of her purpose and 
she is in fact simply a pawn in the machinations of adults. At the conclusion to the 
final book of the trilogy, The Amber Spyglass, Lyra is taking the first tentative steps 
towards adulthood, and each of these steps brings pain, loss of love and loss of her 
childhood powers; she feels ‘lost’ (p. 544) and without direction. The future contains 
the never-ending sadness for the loss of Will, the ‘love of her life’, self-sacrifice and 
hard work, all very worthy but not a very happy prospect, in that life as an adult is to 
be endured rather than enjoyed. 
 
For Elspeth and the Obernewtyn Misfits it seems impossible not to be contaminated 
by the adult community around them. Tricked into participating in the rebellion 
Elspeth is angered into using her killing mental force against her pacifist vows. Many 
Misfits and their animal friends are killed, while one Misfit, Domick, has been sucked 
in to the corrupt world of the Council. The Misfits are trying to build a new society 
without violence to humans or beasts but it may be beyond their power to achieve this 
aim. 
 
Andrew Calcutt describes in his book Arrested Development the contemporary cult of 
adolescence; he argues that the adulation of adolescence is a concomitant of the 
highly negative picture painted of adults and adulthood. Calcutt describes individuals 
avoiding adulthood in the following ways: refusing to take up the traditional adult 
roles, dressing as a child, doing anything that denies adult status, not taking 
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responsibility, not having children, not forming adult relationships, casting oneself as 
a victim, and remaining vulnerable. The adult role models chosen by adolescent 
characters in the modern science fiction and fantasy novels exhibit some of this 
behaviour; the young characters themselves manifest others. The impossibility of a 
complete redemption in modern young adult fiction is based on this negative portrayal 
of adulthood. Inevitably the child and adolescent saviour will grow up; if adulthood is 
indissolubly linked to badness then these characters are as doomed as their parents 
were. They need to learn new ways to be adult. The equally tight link depicted 
between positive characteristics and youth, that allow children and adolescents to 
function as saviours, makes the representation of growing up difficult in the twentieth 
century fiction; indeed the novels looked at in this chapter deal with the early stages 
of transition from childhood to adulthood but do not follow through to the stage 
where characters self-identify as adult. 
 
Nineteenth century redemption is equally based on the qualities of youth but because 
it shows once-bad adults becoming good, negative and positive qualities are not 
divided so profoundly along generational lines. Redeemed adults are shown as happy 
and prosperous; the disinclination towards adulthood apparent in twentieth century 
fiction is absent. Negative qualities are associated with adulthood but they do not 
form a fixed identity, rather ‘Goodness’ through Christian conversion is a state open 
to anyone, but most accessible to those lucky enough to experience the motivating 
inspiration of a child. 
 
If as Chris Jenks says, childhood has ‘come to symbolise all that is decent and caring 
about a society; it is the very index of a civilisation’ (Jenks 1995, p. 179), then these 
 164
characters from the 1990s reveal a severe denigration of the status of adulthood in 
British and Australian society and a longing as strong as ever to find in youth a 
remedy to adult failings. 
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Chapter Four - The Ideal Child 
 
In Chapter Two, Childhood and Sexuality, I considered two constructions of youthful 
sexuality, the victimised child and the innocent child, analysing the specific and 
individual operations of power that adult characters use in the novels Killing Aurora 
(Barnes 1999) and Elsie Dinsmore (Finley 1867) to create these particular 
constructions of childhood sexuality. One of the primary modes of power used in both 
novels to construct the fictional subjects is discipline. Discipline operates in a variety 
of ways in young adult fiction from both eras, but its function is always represented as 
the creation of a particular type of child or adolescent. 
 
One of the central modes of discipline that Foucault discuses in Discipline and 
Punish, the Birth of the Prison (1977) is the norm. Foucault identifies the use of the 
norm, and the examination to enforce adherence to a norm, as emerging during the 
eighteenth century. The norm joined the other established powers – ‘the Law, the 
Word, the Text and Tradition’ (Foucault 1977, p. 184). The system of judicial penalty 
that had dominated prior to the emergence of the norm operated on a binary system of 
forbidden and permitted; individuals were not differentiated, rather their criminal acts 
were categorized; behaviour was not observed in relation to the behaviour of others 
but referred back to a written body of laws and texts (Foucault 1977, p. 183). In 
contrast to the judicial system the use of the norm facilitates the comparison of 
individuals by enabling the measurement of the degree to which they deviate from 
that norm. These deviations can then be ranked and a hierarchy of individuals 
established. Paradoxically, the norm imposes homogeneity on a society at the same 
time that it individualizes, by allowing the gap between the individual and the norm to 
be measured. 
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What is considered the norm for the states of childhood or adolescence at any one 
time emerges from the combination of dominant discourses and what is established, 
through discourse, to be the truth about childhood and adolescence. Developmental 
psychology, literary trends, the media, the need to control large numbers of pupils in 
schools, standardization of education systems, and medical science have all 
contributed to the shape of the preferred childhood in the time periods under 
discussion. Notions of the ideal were prevalent in the romantic climate of the 
nineteenth century. One of these ideals, as represented in the poetry of Wordsworth 
and others, is youth. More specifically, within this idealised state of life there is an 
ideal youth. In the nineteenth century the standard that fictional youths are 
represented as aspiring to, and being directed to, was a highly idealised exemplar of 
piety and innocence. The idealisation of youth is just as strong in the West today as it 
was one hundred years ago. But youth is now a quality not only associated with the 
young. It has been appropriated and commodified by marketers and advertisers, and is 
now something that anyone can aspire to, no matter what their age. Today there is a 
greater degree of distinction between ‘youthfulness’ as a quality and the state of being 
chronologically young. In the twentieth century being young is not the ideal, but 
rather the quality of youthfulness is. In the nineteenth century this distinction was not 
as apparent: older people could be more or less youthful, but this was because they 
had retained a degree of their youthfulness, or aged well. Youth was essentially the 
property of the young.  
 
Youthfulness is still held as an ideal, but being young is frequently portrayed in 
modern young adult fiction as a dangerous, depressing and powerless stage of life. 
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Perhaps George Bernard Shaw’s observation that youth is wasted on the young has 
been fulfilled in the depiction of adolescence in twentieth century young adult fiction. 
Gone are the paragons of innocence and virtue, the exemplars; in their place are 
adolescents whose aspiration is simply to be ‘normal’. In the twentieth century novels 
looked at in this chapter, Dear Miffy (Marsden, 1997), Closed, Stranger (De Goldi, 
2000), Sleeping Dogs (Hartnett, 1995), Secrets (Welford, 1990), Killing Aurora 
(Barnes, 1999) and Shoovy Jed (Stewart, 1997), deviation is a negative departure 
from the norm, which is simply ‘normalcy’. In the nineteenth century novels I 
examine, What Katy Did (Coolidge, 1872), Seven Little Australians (Turner, 1894), 
The Daisy Chain (Yonge, 1856), and Eric; or, Little by Little (Farrar, 1858), 
adolescents are shown striving for excellence. The late nineteenth century 
romanticisation of childhood and young adulthood set purity, innocence and piety as 
baseline qualities common to the young, suggesting that the goodness of an Elsie 
Dinsmore is within reach of all youngsters. 
 
Obedience 
In the nineteenth century there was not only a functioning norm by which the 
behaviour of the young could be measured and pronounced right or wrong, but also, 
according to Foucault, a lingering reliance on rules, text and the word, and tradition to 
enforce right behaviour. Foucault is referring to the ‘word’ in the Saussurean sense of 
‘parole’ or speech. In terms of discipline this refers to spoken commands or authority 
exercised through speech, and ‘text’ refers to written laws. Readers of nineteenth 
century fiction are generally positioned to accept rather than question referral to these 
four modes of disciplinary power. Rules of propriety, religious observance, obedience 
to parents and guardians are all overt forms of control in novels such as The Wide, 
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Wide World (1850), The Daisy Chain (1856) and Elsie Dinsmore (1867). The fact that 
frequently these forms of discipline are represented as flawed in recent novels 
encourages readers to question their validity. This does not mean that these forms of 
discipline are no longer as powerful as they once were; indeed the impact of such 
disciplinary forces is frequently depicted as immense in the lives of many modern 
characters, but their application and those that wield them are often represented as 
suspect and fallible. This can be seen in John Marsden’s novel Dear Miffy (1997), 
where traditional authority figures such as teachers, parents and the police certainly 
shape the protagonist Tony’s life, but are also shown as very flawed and misguided 
characters. 
 
In many Western countries it is no longer considered morally or legally acceptable to 
reinforce verbal authority with physical control, and parents have, to a certain extent, 
lost any additional authority borrowed from their proxy religious status. Obedience to 
adults is, however, a quality that is overtly represented in nineteenth century fiction as 
valuable and worthy of cultivation in the child. Both Elsie Dinsmore and Daisy 
Randolph (Melbourne House, 1864) are expected to unquestioningly accept their 
fathers’ commands; for both girls their father’s word is law. Daisy’s father would 
‘never even hear a supplication to reconsider a judgement’ (p. 10), and as for Elsie, on 
questioning one of her father’s proclamations she is told ‘because I forbid it…that is 
quite enough for you to know; all you have to do is to obey, and you need never ask 
me why, when I give you an order’ (p. 94). Despite the representation of absolute 
parental authority being more prevalent in the nineteenth century there are equivalent 
recent examples. Oliver Willow in Sonya Hartnett’s Sleeping Dogs (1995) says, when 
asked why the children are not allowed to mingle with the guests, ‘It’s not a question 
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of belief. Dad tells us not to mix with the guests, so we don’t’ (p. 51. original 
emphasis). However, as in Dear Miffy, readers are encouraged to view the adult 
behaviour as tyrannical and cruel rather than constructive or caring, although this 
positioning is subsequently undermined by excuses the text makes for the behaviour 
of Griffin Willow, the father. 
 
There is far greater reference to the Bible and to religious observance in the Victorian 
fiction than in contemporary fiction. The father’s word and the biblical text are, of 
course, part of the same disciplinary regime, as the Bible commands children to obey 
their parents. The faith that is considered appropriate for the children to show in their 
male guardians is identical to the faith required for religious belief. Right and wrong 
are simple and established; in a novel such as What Katy Did (1872), Christian values 
are accepted unquestioningly as truth. In twentieth century novels, however, moral 
and legal issues are often presented as being open to question The incestuous 
relationships between Michelle and Jordan Willow (Sleeping Dogs) and the mother 
and son in Closed, Stranger (De Goldi 2000) are not categorically condemned in the 
texts, yet traditional values are ultimately reasserted in both these novels, with both 
relationships causing great harm to the participants. Late twentieth century authors 
may question authority and received moral rules yet they do not seem able to truly 
resist their power. What these novels promise in subversion by questioning moral 
certainties is negated by the reassertion of the status quo at the conclusion of the texts. 
 
The relationship between brother and sister Jordan and Michelle Willow (Sleeping 
Dogs) is represented through a mass of contradictory images; yet ultimately Jordan’s 
deterministic death acts as incontrovertible evidence exposing the wrongness of his 
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relationship with Michelle, so that all the apparent alternative or questioning views 
represented in the text count for nothing in a pre-ordained denouement. The 
omniscient narrator reveals that Michelle and Jordan know that ‘what they do is said 
to be wrong’, and accept their father’s beating of Jordan as the ‘penalty they don’t 
want but know they probably deserve’ (p. 58), yet, contradictorily the relationship is 
also represented as a comfort to them both in that it ‘hurt no one’ and ‘causes no 
trouble’ (p. 58) and is therefore not deserving of any punishment. Yet, in the very 
next paragraph Michelle speculates on how hurt Jordan will be when she finds 
someone she likes better ‘As she knows she will’ (p. 59), leaving the narrator’s 
credibility somewhat undermined. Little brother Oliver’s extreme guilt when he 
inadvertently reveals the secret of Michelle and Jordan’s relationship to visitor Bow 
Fox indicates clearly that their siblings know that the relationship is very dangerous. 
The implied author, as represented by the narrator, attempts to approve of the 
‘harmless’ and natural behaviour of Jordan and Michelle, but neither Jordan nor 
Michelle can envisage a future for their relationship; the narrator’s impression of the 
relationship is somewhat at odds with the children’s represented thoughts and actions. 
 
Unexpectedly for a twentieth century text with no previous religious references, the 
father, Griffin, invokes God in his fury and horror when he discovers the incest. In his 
view the behaviour of his children has contravened the word of God. Griffin punishes 
Jordan by shooting his dog and then him. Immediately prior to his death when Jordan 
contemplates his life, he is depicted as knowing that he will never leave the farm, that 
he does not control his life. Rather, he feels that he was already created before he was 
born, created to inhabit a space defined by his sister and father. That he can never 
leave the farm is, he decides, not such a ‘dreadful thing’ because every one has a 
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‘future made for them before they are born’ (p. 123). When he sees his father point 
the rifle at him he has ‘time to think of running, and wonders where he might go’ (p. 
123). Jordan’s passive acceptance of what happens to him, his reverie about the 
inescapable and preordained fate that is his, gives his father’s despicable and violent 
judgment tacit approval and, as mentioned, undermines any attempt the text has 
previously made to question the received wisdom regarding incest.  
 
The responsibility for the judgment and punishment of Jordan is deflected from 
Griffin through the text’s identification of the psychological reasons behind his 
cruelty to Jordan; as Bow Fox says, fathers commonly ‘[revenge] their sense of 
failure’ through their sons (p. 69). Fifteen-year-old Oliver also excuses his father’s 
behaviour; he knows their father is a ‘hard man, a difficult man to love’, yet Oliver 
‘loves and understands him’ (p. 71). Griffin is depicted as having had a difficult life; 
an unloved, unwanted orphan, a Vietnam veteran, with circumstances and society 
always against him. His treatment of his children is represented as a reflection of how 
society has treated him. Unlike Mr Dinsmore or Mr Randolph, who unashamedly own 
their use of power, Griffin is partially excused his violent and harsh punishment of 
Jordan through the acknowledgement of his psychological weakness.  
 
The ‘shame in punishing’ (1977, p. 10) that Foucault describes as emerging in the 
early 1800s finds an echo in the excuses that are made for Griffin’s harsh punishment 
of Jordan. Judgement and punishment, according to Foucault, were once linked in a 
seamless process, but from the late eighteenth/early nineteenth century this bond 
began to dissolve as judges desired to distance themselves from the association with 
criminality that punishment evoked, and pass the infliction of the punishment to a 
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bureaucratic system. In Sleeping Dogs, responsibility for judgement and sentence are 
represented as being shared between Griffin, the wider society that is responsible for 
creating him and the children through their guilt and acceptance of it.  
 
The text gives a very mixed message about the extent to which Griffin’s behaviour 
can be justified. His children are represented as believing it is justified; Michelle tells 
Jordan he should be grateful for Griffin’s regular beatings because it expiates the guilt 
of their incest; Oliver doesn’t question Griffin’s behaviour because ‘he’s the Dad’ and 
can do as he pleases (p. 71),; Edward sees it as just another element to be survived in 
their brutal lives. Griffin himself believes he may do what he likes with his own son 
(p. 12). The only dissenting voice is Bow Fox, the despicable and pathetic visitor to 
the Willow family farm; he is astounded that Jordan and his brother and sister do not 
fight back, assuring Oliver that his father’s behaviour is not normal. But representing 
Bow Fox as the voice of authoritative reason fails to convince the reader. The Willow 
children have already mocked and derided his fear of dogs, his artistic inadequacy and 
jealousy of Jordan’s talent, and after his spiteful act of revenge in telling Griffin about 
the relationship between Michelle and Jordan, Bow has little credibility left and any 
message delivered through him is likely to be lost on the reader. Presenting Griffin as 
a product of the society that created him, and the events leading up to Jordan’s death 
as some sort of predetermined fate controlled by forces outside the family, relieve 
Griffin from individual responsibility and defuse the brutality of his act. Ultimately 
the novel represents Jordan and Michelle as having deviated so far from the norm of 
teenage romance and sex that no future is possible for them. Robert Cormier is quoted 
on the cover describing the novel as revealing a ‘decaying Garden of Eden…where 
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sin is somehow innocent’. Whether ‘innocent’ or ‘sinful’ Jordan is punished as surely 
as the reader has been positioned to believe he will. 
 
In Closed, Stranger (2000) there is again the superficial questioning, exploration and 
lack of condemnation of the legal and moral transgression of incest. The novel is 
focalised from the perspective of Max, best friend of Westie. Adopted as a baby, 
Westie has a sexual relationship with his birth mother, who tracks him down after 
eighteen years of separation. The text superficially questions the rightness or 
wrongness of Westie’s relationship with his mother through the reactions of Max and 
his girlfriend. As mentioned in Chapter Two, Max and Meredith probe their response 
to the relationship by trying various words to describe it: ‘weird’, ‘perverted’ and 
‘repulsive’ (p. 84), but do not conclusively define it by any of these terms. Later Max 
tries again to clarify his feelings, this time using ‘out of kilter’, ‘sad’ and ‘hopeless’ to 
describe Westie’s relationship (p. 89). One thing that is clear to Max is that the 
relationship cannot be sustained, that it cannot have a future (pp. 86, 87, 89). The 
impossibility of a future for the relationship is also apparent to Vicky, Westie’s 
mother. She leaves because she knows ‘that they couldn’t do this anymore…one of 
them had to have the strength to end it’ (p. 93). But apart from these statements and 
Max and Meredith’s search for appropriate descriptors, there is no real analysis of 
why it is wrong, impossible or unsustainable to deviate so far from the norms of 
mother-son relationships, or teenage romance. The novel does not offer one reason 
why incest is so abhorrent in Western culture of the 1990s. This acceptance of 
received judgement regarding incest reveals the effective disciplinary action of 
tradition and law operating within the text; that is, even without any rationale for why 
the behaviour is wrong it is still interpreted as such without dispute. 
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The contradiction in Sleeping Dogs and Closed, Stranger, where moral rules are 
explored and questioned but traditional moral values reasserted, is also present in 
Dear Miffy. Crime and disobedience in Dear Miffy are shown to draw inevitable 
consequences of punishment and harm to the perpetrator, in this case the protagonist 
Tony. However, the reader is positioned to sympathise with Tony, to see his 
punishments as unjust and pointless and to view those that dispense punishment as 
lacking in understanding. Tony is clearly represented to the reader as not fully 
responsible for his dysfunctional behaviour; the reader is shown how his personal 
history has damaged him and made his behaviour inevitable. The wisdom and 
rightness of the law and the word of authority are denigrated and shown to be flawed 
in the text. But these forces of authority prevail in the end with Tony incarcerated and 
seriously injured. The same pattern is apparent in Care Factor Zero (Clark 1997). The 
reader’s sympathy is firmly with Larceny as she is failed miserably by every adult she 
encounters. The welfare system and its workers are depicted as hopelessly inadequate 
in helping Larceny; her mother is a pathetic figure and her father the personification 
of evil; Larceny is intelligent and disturbed but certainly not a bad person, yet it is 
Larceny who is punished by her society. 
 
There is incoherence and contradiction in the internal rules of fictional worlds 
inhabited by the Willow children, Larceny, Westie and Tony. Despite the fact that 
these characters attract the reader’s sympathy, and are represented as vulnerable, 
abused and misunderstood by adults, they are, nevertheless, punished by adult 
society. All four youths have internalised the rules of their worlds so well that they 
also punish themselves, Tony, Larceny and Westie through suicide attempts and 
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Jordan through his passive acceptance of his father’s abuse. These four novels 
perpetuate a representation of adults as abusive and selfish and of adolescents as 
vulnerable, misunderstood and essentially sad figures looking for love in a harsh 
world. Texts with such contradictory messages leave readers wondering why, if 
adolescents have right on their side, they inevitably lose. Ultimately, these novels 
distance themselves from endorsing the punishment that is meted out to the teenagers 
but instead they present this punishment as an inescapable consequence of the 
character’s behaviour, inhibiting the potential ability of adolescents to resist and 
subvert dominant cultural rules.  
 
Young adult fiction of this sort functions as a tool of adult power, using discipline and 
punishment of characters to reinforce to readers what is acceptable behaviour and 
what is not, demonstrating which actions transgress the adult-imposed boundaries that 
contain the approved form of youth and childhood. As a time of experimental 
behaviour, adolescence is a natural target for disciplinary action that either coerces 
deviant behaviour back toward the norm or towards an adult defined ideal. Adult 
power is integral to enforcing an adult-centric definition of childhood and 
adolescence. As a method of social control these novels position readers to see 
particular behaviours as susceptible to punishment. The acceptable shape of 
adolescence is outlined by the application of punishment to deviations from the 
proscribed standards. The publication of young adult fiction can work with or against 
these norms, subverting or reinforcing them. Twentieth century novels can appear to 
subvert norms, by focusing on characters that do not conform to the accepted 
standards, but if those characters do not succeed or thrive in the fictional world then 
the values that they represent are not able to convincingly subvert the dominant norm.  
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Young adult fiction in both eras frequently uses the concept of the norm, and 
conformity to it, as a powerful motivating force and a source of coercive power 
utilised by authoritative adult characters. However in nineteenth century fiction 
punishment and discipline are often seen positively as forces that help the individual 
achieve an ideal. For the characters in Victorian fiction discipline is frequently 
represented as an empowering force that teaches the individual self-control and 
ultimately frees them from ordinary human failings such as temper, desire, greed, 
vanity and pride. Ellen Montgomery (The Wide, Wide World, 1850) spends almost 
every waking minute praying for humility and striving not to rebel against the 
difficult circumstances of her life; she submits to the authority of her various 
guardians again and again. Yet, for all her subjugation, the outcome for Ellen is 
positive, if unappealing to modern readers; she has gained the ability to endure 
hardship and eventually marriage and a life of ease. This representation of submission 
as a positive act is repeated in the Elsie Dinsmore books and in What Katy Did (Susan 
Coolidge 1872). 
 
Creating Angels 
In What Katy Did discipline and punishment, as in the Elsie Dinsmore series and in 
The Wide, Wide World, are gender specific and are used to tame the exuberance and 
carelessness of childhood in order to transform girls into the ideal Victorian woman. 
The key characteristics of this ideal woman, frequently summed up in Coventry 
Patmore’s phrase the ‘angel in the house’, are ‘self-control, self-sacrifice and 
selflessness’ (Nelson 1991, p. 2). Katy’s instinct for childhood is strong but she lacks 
the gentleness and femininity vital to the figure of the angel, but with harsh discipline 
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and training Katy has ‘Angelhood thrust upon [her]’ (Nelson 1991, p. 4). Prior to her 
accident and the temporary paralysis that confines her to bed for four years, Katy is as 
‘heedless and innocent as a child of six’ (p. 5); and she, like other female characters in 
the genre such as Ethel May (The Daisy Chain, 1856) and Judy Woolcot (Seven Little 
Australians, 1894), has hair ‘forever in a snarl; her gowns were always catching on 
nails and ‘tearing themselves’’ (p. 5). Also like Judy and Ethel, Katy has a body that 
is represented as out of control: she was ‘the longest girl that ever was seen…all legs 
and elbows, and angles and joints’ (p. 6). The novel represents Katy’s harum-scarum 
nature as a positive, natural condition of childhood through the approval of her wise 
and kindly father; he supports his children’s rough outdoor play as healthy and 
appropriate. However, at twelve, according to Dr Carr, Katy is old enough to take on 
adult female roles: ‘He reminded her of the time when her Mamma died, and of how 
she said, “Katy must be a Mamma to the little ones, when she grows up.” And he 
asked her if she didn’t think the time was beginning to take this dear place towards 
the children’ (p. 27).  
 
The novel sets up the exact conditions required for Katy’s transformation. First a role 
model is provided, Cousin Helen. To the Carr children Cousin Helen seems unreal, 
like someone out of a Sunday-school book: Cousin Helen ‘was very, very good’ (p. 
47), ‘half an angel already’ (p. 54), a ‘saint’ (p. 82). Dr Carr states clearly that he 
wishes his ‘little girls take pattern after her’ (p. 54). The text confusingly attempts on 
the one hand to emphasise Helen’s naturalness and realism, denying her role as the 
‘saintly invalid’ (p. 49) whilst, simultaneously, constructing just such a stereotype. 
Initially the children speculate that she will be like Lucy in Mary Martha Sherwood’s 
History of the Fairchild Family. Upon meeting her they declare that she is nothing 
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like Lucy, and Katy’s friend, Cecy, states: ‘She looks just like other people, don’t 
she?’ (p. 49). However, her nightgown is ‘just like a night-gown in a book’ (p. 50) 
and the tragic story of the love affair that ended with her paralysis is also ‘just like 
something in a book’ (p. 54). Katy receives a copy of Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide 
World as a Christmas present providing a clue as to the real inspiration for Cousin 
Helen; Alice Humphreys plays a very similar part in her mentoring role to Ellen 
Montgomery as Helen does to Katy and may well have provided the literary model 
for Cousin Helen. 
 
The narrative also provides Katy with the perfect opportunity to learn and practice 
angelhood. Disobedience, the fatal flaw of many Victorian fictional children, causes 
Katy to disregard her aunt’s instruction not to use the new swing. In a mood of 
rebellious anger Katy uses the swing, it breaks and she injures her spine, rendering 
herself bedridden for several years. Rather than representing this accident as simply a 
punishment for wrongdoing, the text emphasises the benefits of this enforced 
immobility. This is done however, in terms of discipline and schooling. Cousin Helen 
redefines Katy’s accident as a ‘chance’ sent from God:  
’God is going to let you go to His school – where he teaches all 
sorts of beautiful things to people. Perhaps He will only keep you 
for one term, or perhaps it may be for three or four; but whichever it 
is, you must make the very most of the chance, because He gives it 
to you himself’. 
‘But what is the school?’ asked Katy. ‘I don’t know what you 
mean’. 
‘It is called the School of Pain,’ replied Cousin Helen, with her 
sweetest smile. ‘And the place where the lessens are to be learned is 
this room of yours. The rules of the school are pretty hard, but the 
good scholars, who keep them best, find out after a while how right 
and kind they are. And the lessons aren’t easy either, but the more 
you study the more interesting they become’. (p. 69) 
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Katy must learn submission, but to do this she must give up her dreams of being 
famous and heroic, in much the same way that Ethel May is forced to give up learning 
Latin to allow time for her domestic duties. The children discuss their fantasies for the 
future and Katy describes what she means to do:  
…’something grand. I don’t know what, yet…perhaps…it will be 
rowing out in boats and saving peoples’ lives…Or perhaps I will go 
and nurse in a hospital, like Miss Nightingale. Or else I’ll head a 
crusade and ride on a white horse, with armor and a helmet on my 
head, and carry a sacred flag…Anyhow it will be something. And 
when Aunt Izzie sees it, and reads about me in the newspapers’… 
(p. 11) 
 
Abandoning these fantasies for her future is part of the feminising lesson Katy must 
absorb, but the narrator has prepared the reader for the narrowing of Katy’s horizons, 
somewhat unconvincingly positioning the reader to view the roles of surrogate 
mamma and domestic angel as preferable to fame. On the second page of the novel 
the narrator directly addresses the reader: ‘Katy…who planned to do a great many 
wonderful things, and in the end did none of them, but something quite different, - 
something she didn’t like at first, but which, on the whole, was a great deal better than 
any of the doings she had dreamed about’ (p. 2). The text continues to support this 
view of Katy’s transformation by describing her increase in value to the family after 
her accident. Initially the reader is introduced to the value of the sick daughter 
through the example of Cousin Helen. Referring to her father she tells Katy: ‘He had 
been proud of his active, healthy girl, but I think she was never such a comfort to him 
as his sick one, lying there in her bed’ (p. 71). Cousin Helen explains to Katy that her 
invalidism is the perfect opportunity to help her younger brothers and sisters: ‘when 
one’s own life is laid aside for a while, as yours is now, that is the very time to take 
up other people’s lives, as we can’t do when we are scurrying and bustling over our 
own affairs’ (p. 3). Katy is being asked to take selflessness literally, and at the novel’s 
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end she is shown to have made considerable progress towards angelhood, having 
become ‘The Heart of the House’ (p. 111). From this central position she takes on the 
practical and emotional management of the house as Margaret May of The Daisy 
Chain does. 
 
The pattern by which adulthood is attained though submission and suffering has not 
disappeared in twentieth century fiction. Lyra, the protagonist of Northern Lights 
(Pullman, 1995), undergoes a similar transformation, from savage to scholar. Like 
Katy Carr, Judy Woolcot (Seven Little Australians) and Ethel May (Daisy Chain), 
Lyra displays all the characteristics associated with the natural, harum-scarum, 
tomboyish Victorian child; early in the novel she is described as ‘half-wild, half-
civilised’ (p. 18), a ‘healthy thoughtless child’ (p. 33), a ‘barbarian (p. 35), and a 
‘course and greedy little savage’ (p. 37). And, just like the Victorian girls, Lyra is a 
slattern, dirty and unkempt; Mrs Lonsdale the housekeeper says to Lyra, ‘Look at 
you! Just look at your skirt – it’s filthy! Take it off at once and wash yourself while I 
look for something decent that en’t torn. Why can’t you keep yourself clean and tidy’ 
(p. 64). The lack of control these female child characters display over their growing 
bodies appears to be an indication that they need subduing, that such naturalness is 
appropriate in the child but needs to be eliminated from the woman. Claudia Nelson 
suggests that ‘sickness might be the only force strong enough to bring out the latent 
virtue in boisterous children’ (1991, p. 21). Philip Pullman finds similar but less 
clichéd methods to bring Lyra’s childishness under control. Through the course of the 
trilogy Lyra suffers greatly, both emotionally and physically, she learns about love 
and sex and then at the end of the third novel she is shown confronting the three ‘S’s’ 
of angelhood: self-control, self-sacrifice and selflessness, when she is told that she 
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will never again see Will, her friend and lover. Like Cousin Helen, and Margaret and 
Ethel May, Lyra must abandon expectations of romantic love and settle for a quiet 
life, in this case scholarly study of the alethiometer that is expected to take a ‘lifetime’ 
(Pullman 2000, p. 520). For author Charlotte Yonge ‘sexless love is at the heart of 
both true manliness and true womanliness’ (Nelson 1991, p. 93). This representation 
of womanhood is still apparent in the depiction of Lyra’s maturation. 
 
Katy Carr’s instinct for childishness is so strong and her femininity and womanliness 
so undeveloped that the discipline required is drastic. In conformity with Nelson’s 
comment regarding sickness as a cure for boisterousness, only four years in bed will 
cure Katy of her slatternly personal habits and her childish solipsism. But what 
happens to girls who cannot or will not learn to be womanly? Brenda Niall and 
Richard Rossiter argue that Judy Woolcot, one of the Seven Little Australians 
(Turner, 1894), is such a character. Judy, like Katy Carr and Ethel May (The Daisy 
Chain), is an energetic, tomboyish character, careless of her own appearance and, like 
Ethel, intellectually competitive. The difficulty facing author Ethel Turner was how to 
develop the character of Judy in any sequels to Seven Little Australians; such an 
exuberant, wild and disobedient child could either grow into a very unconventional 
adult or she could be subjected to illness and injury as Katy is and be shown learning 
to become womanly. Brenda Niall states that ‘Ethel Turner was acute enough to see 
the dangers of letting Judy grow up; the decision to kill her at thirteen was the only 
sensible one’ (1979, p. 65). The principal danger was that Judy as an adult would ‘not 
fit any of the roles assigned to nineteenth-century women’ (Niall 1979, p. 68), or as 
Rossiter puts it: ‘there is no place for the rebellious, highly individualised character in 
the Australia of this period. Unconventional behaviour may have its attractions, or at 
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least be excused, if the characters are young children, but it is not easy to condone in 
an adult’, particularly, I would add, in an adult woman (1996, p. 64). Katy, Ethel and 
Judy are all very childish in their unkemptness (torn frocks, scratched knees and 
tangled hair) and lack of femininity but Judy is more extreme in her eccentricities, 
physicality and larrikinism; for her to be ‘transformed into a ‘goody goody two-
shoes’’ would be truly unconvincing (Rossiter 1996, p. 64). 
 
However, Judy’s unconventionality is not the only factor represented in the novel as 
blocking her path to womanliness. There are two things present in What Katy Did and 
The Daisy Chain that are lacking in Seven Little Australians: the first is suitable adult 
role models of womanhood and the other is the opportunity to practice womanliness. 
Katy has the saintly Cousin Helen on whom to model herself and Ethel has her invalid 
sister Margaret, plus her highly domesticated brother Richard from whom she learns 
skills such as tea pouring and sewing. The discipline, mentoring and guidance offered 
to Katy and Ethel by these adult men and women is invaluable, and depicted in the 
texts as an essential element in the growing up process. In Seven Little Australians, 
however, there are no equivalent representations of womanhood and Judy therefore 
misses out on this gender specific discipline and training. The narrator describes 
Judy’s older sister Margaret as ‘slatternly but good-natured’ and not ‘much of a 
disciplinarian’ (p. 11). Later in the novel, Meg, seen through her father’s eyes, is 
described as a ‘silly little goose’ (p. 178). Meg’s womanly sensibilities are also 
represented as undeveloped and misguided, rendering her unfit to be a model for 
Judy; Meg affects a flirtation with the very foolish and foppish Andrew Courtney and 
fails to show compassion when it is asked of her by Mr Gillet, the admirable, 
aristocratic but sadly alcoholic storekeeper on her grandparent’s sheep station.  
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Judy’s stepmother Esther is also inadequate for the task of teaching her Victorian 
womanliness. At only twenty Esther is barely older than the children and is described 
by the narrator as ‘just a lovely, laughing-faced girl…very little steadier and very 
little more of a housekeeper than Meg’ (p. 12). Esther fails repeatedly in her 
mothering; not noticing Meg’s tight-lacing, and not being the ‘wise, loving motherly 
mother’ (p. 124) that six year old Bunty is described as being sorely in need of. Esther 
may be beautiful but she is lacking in domestic skills and is depicted as being just as 
slatternly as Meg and Judy themselves: ‘She had on a trailing morning wrapper of 
white muslin with cherry ribbons, but there was a pin doing duty for a button in one 
or two places and the lace was hanging off a bit at the sleeve’ (p. 28). Slovenliness in 
dress and grooming are key factors in the makeovers from child to woman undergone 
by Katy and Ethel; in both novels personal presentation is represented as an aspect of 
selflessness – a woman should be clean, tidy and inconspicuous, but Judy has no one 
from whom she can learn the skills of personal grooming. 
 
As well as lacking a suitable role model Judy Woolcot lacks an opportunity to take on 
the role of an adult woman. Katy Carr and Ethel May have to become surrogate 
mothers to their younger siblings when their own mothers die. The value of this 
practice mothering is not just the material care it affords the younger children. The 
value of the position is represented in the opportunity it affords the girls in their 
attempts to achieve womanhood. The seven little Australians are conveniently 
motherless but unfortunately for Judy and her sisters Captain Woolcot remarries, 
thereby robbing his daughters of the opportunity to practice grown-up womanliness. 
Judy not only misses out on being a ‘mamma’, she also fails to be a substitute 
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companion to her father as Katy and Ethel are shown to be; in fact Judy’s effect on 
her father is quite the opposite; rather than being a comfort and helpmate Judy worries 
and mystifies Captain Woolcot. His feelings on seeing her for the first time after she 
has run away from school are described as follows: ‘Then a great anger and irritation 
rose within him as he watched her sleeping so quietly there. Was she always to be a 
disturber of his peace? Was she always to thwart him like this?’ (p. 169). This is 
vastly different from the representation of Katy’s or her invalid Cousin Helen’s 
relationships with their fathers and also worlds away from the depiction of the May 
girls competing to be first in their father’s affections and Ethel May vowing to never 
leave her father. Whatever the reason for the authorial decision to kill Judy, the novel 
does not contain the disciplinary structures of role model and opportunity to practice, 
required to train girls into women, that are present in other Victorian novels.  
 
In both eras, the modern and the Victorian, the dangers of disobedience are clearly 
demonstrated in fiction. The nineteenth century novels I have looked at tend to show 
discipline working in a positive way, revealing what can be achieved through 
obedience, rather than just focusing on the negative effects of disobedience. 
Twentieth century fiction examined in this chapter however, shows the damage of 
disobedience, so that the norm is negatively constructed, warning readers of what they 
may become if they do not follow the rules, in a return to the form of the cautionary 
tale of the early tract literature. Punishment in these modern novels is not 
constructive, but rather it is retributive. Victorian disciplinary power produced pious 
and emotionally resilient adolescents, twentieth century disciplinary power is 
frequently portrayed as antagonistic and damaging to the young, producing wounded 
and scarred individuals.  
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As previously mentioned, Foucault identifies a sense of shame in punishing 
developing at the end of the eighteenth century and continuing to grow thereafter 
(1977, p. 10). Any sense of shame felt by adults administering punishments in the 
Victorian novels used in this thesis is not readily apparent; Horace Dinsmore is 
briefly horrified when he realises he has punished Elsie unjustly, but overall the Elsie 
series represents discipline as having a positive effect, as do other nineteenth century 
novels. Late twentieth century young adult novels such as Dear Miffy (Marsden, 
1997) and Care Factor Zero (Clark, 1997) however, indict adult society for its harsh 
treatment of vulnerable young people, and a sense of shame for damaging and 
inappropriate punishment is apparent throughout the texts; there is a distinct 
consciousness in these novels of the ‘wound’ that punishment leaves (Foucault 1975, 
p. 10). Larceny (Care Factor Zero) and Tony (Dear Miffy) both suffer mentally and 
physically but this suffering is overtly represented in both novels as being the result of 
adult abuse, and never presented as an opportunity to reflect on and possibly change 
their own behaviour. What Katy Did (1872), on the other hand, repeatedly reminds the 
reader that Katy is responsible for the consequences of her actions. When Katy 
attempts to blame Aunt Izzie for a sequence of disasters that befall her, her father tells 
her the story of the war that was lost for want of a horseshoe nail; Katy’s accident on 
the swing is represented by her father as occurring for want of the ‘horse-shoe nail of 
obedience’ (p. 66). These differing representations of personal responsibility and 
punishment have consequences for the degree of agency that characters are able to 
exercise. Twentieth century characters who are depicted as unjustly punished and who 
do not interrogate their own behaviour are deprived of the level of self-determination 
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that can be achieved by a character such as Katy who is forced to confront and 
combat her flaws. 
 
Much of the narrative in Dear Miffy is constructed around the consequences of 
Tony’s violent behaviour, but never are these consequences shown as being 
something Tony could avoid if he learnt to control himself. Such an occasion occurs 
after Tony stabs his father’s girlfriend for which he accepts no blame or 
responsibility, saying ‘I only stabbed her cos of me dad and all that’ (pp. 20-21). This 
is in direct contrast to the experiences of Katy who is represented as ultimately 
responsible for her own behaviour. Tony’s punishments are represented as externally 
driven, are generally sneered at by Tony, and do not trouble his conscience or 
motivate him to change his behaviour. Tony’s wrongdoing is depicted as a response 
to the abusive environment in which he grows up; because of this the text cannot then 
convincingly attribute responsibility to Tony, and consequently punishment can only 
be depicted as unjust and further evidence of the inhumanness of adults. Representing 
behaviour and punishment as externally driven, leads Tony and the reader to believe 
that adolescents are reactive, vulnerable and without true agency. 
 
Katie’s punishments, in contrast, appear as natural consequences of her misbehaviour, 
not as an external force applied by an adult. Indeed, the adults in What Katy Did are 
generally kind, patient and forgiving and her father is not dictatorial in the manner of 
Elsie Dinsmore’s or Daisy Randolph’s (Melbourne House, 1864), or indeed Griffin 
Willow (Sleeping Dogs 1995). Despite the emphasis on the positive aspects of Katy’s 
confinement to bed, her injury carries an inescapable element of punishment, coming, 
as it does, immediately after she has pushed her sister down the stairs and as a result 
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of her disobedience. As Jordan and Michelle Willow welcome their father’s 
punishment because it relieves their guilt about their incestuous relationship, so Katy 
also welcomes her suffering because it expiates her guilt for having pushed sister 
Elsie down the stairs. It absolves her and eases her conscience. However, Katy’s 
hardships are represented as leading to a positive outcome and function as an 
opportunity to learn important lessons, whereas Jordan Willow’s punishment at his 
father’s hand is brutish and utterly unproductive. 
 
Examination, Surveillance and Confession 
For punishment to be administered, according to Foucault’s theories, deviance from 
the norm must be identified and measured. Surveillance and examination as means by 
which to observe behaviour and measure its deviance are techniques commonly used 
by parents, school authorities, and formal disciplinary institutions like the police and 
other social welfare system members to assess children and adolescents and appear 
frequently in the fiction of both periods. Peer groups are an exception to the generally 
adult-controlled disciplinary forces. In fact, the peer group is one of the most 
powerful enforcers of normative adolescence as peer groups have the greatest access 
to the individual for observation, examination and disciplinary action. Punishment 
inflicted on individuals by the peer group can include ostracisation, bullying or 
teasing. Institutions may promulgate discoursal truths but the persistence and 
effectiveness of these truths to shape identity, requires that they prevail in society and 
impact on the individual from a variety of origins and in different modes.  
 
The use of peer groups to enforce normative behaviour occurs in the novels of both 
eras, particularly and unsurprisingly, in those novels set in schools. The power of the 
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peer group to punish is explicit in Eric; or, Little by Little (1858). In his first few 
weeks at school Eric is bullied persistently. The narrator explains this as an inherent 
function of boyhood, ‘a pseudo-instinctive cruelty’ ‘a wild trick of the ancestral 
savage’ (p. 36). The new boy is being ‘tested and weighed. Their place in the general 
estimation is not yet fixed and the slightest circumstances are seized upon to settle the 
category under which the boy is to be classed’ (p. 36). The text represents the peer 
group as functioning according to nature and having an effect similar to the 
Darwinian concept of natural selection; that the boys are in fact following culturally 
constructed dictates about acceptable standards of British behaviour is not explored or 
acknowledged. Likewise, in Dear Miffy, the peer group can be seen functioning as an 
institution that creates discoursal truths, sets norms, examines and disciplines 
individuals and generally regulates behaviour. ‘Dobbing’, ‘sneaking’ or ‘lagging’, 
that is, reporting the misdemeanour of a peer to the authorities, is represented in the 
school worlds of Dear Miffy and Little by Little, as a major betrayal and is severely 
punished by the group. On one occasion Tony accuses Miffy of being ‘a lagging 
bitch’ for having reported Nick, one of Tony’s friends, to the school principal. This is 
only a minor incident in the plot but it reveals a complex network of peer 
relationships in the school and a code of conduct that has strict rules of honour; as the 
accusation is untrue, Miffy is shown to respond with justifiable and, to Tony 
acceptable, violence given the slur to her honour. Tony’s peer group, like Eric’s, has 
strong normative values, and discipline is meted out to those who transgress its rules. 
 
Rites of passage and the quest plot type, so popular in young adult fiction, are another 
frequently used application of the concept of the examination. In the bildungsroman 
protagonists’ progress is charted as they encounter life’s ups and downs; their 
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maturity is examined to determine if they have achieved the norm that would indicate 
passage from childhood to adulthood. The examination is also found in traditional 
forms such as medical and academic examinations, which allow very specific 
categorisation of the individual. Medical examinations confer or deny normality. In 
Killing Aurora (Barnes 1999) and Secrets (Welford, 1990) weight loss is measured 
against a norm and decreed extreme enough to warrant disease status for protagonists 
Aurora and Leigh. In Victorian school stories such as Eric; or, Little by Little the 
examination is used regularly to rank the boys and place them in a hierarchy. 
Although ostensibly used to measure intellectual achievement a continuously low 
place in the academic hierarchy or a drop in place also indicated a commensurately 
low moral standard and Eric’s wildly fluctuating personal behaviour can easily be 
read through his place in class. 
 
The informal examination involved in the rite of passage can be passed or failed in the 
same way that more formal examinations can be. Jason in Secrets (Sue Welford, 
1990) is represented as passing, while Tony (Dear Miffy 1997) and Eric Williams 
(Eric; or, Little by Little 1858) both fail. Tony and Eric appear beset by temptation 
and fall at every opportunity; Jason on the other hand makes all the right choices: he 
takes risks but he judges correctly. 
 
There are two major differences between the representations of Tony and Eric on the 
one hand and Jason on the other. Firstly, Jason talks; to his mother, to his sister, to his 
sister’s psychiatrist and to his girlfriend and to his mother’s boyfriend; he hears their 
problems and they hear his. Eric and Tony on the other hand are unable to fully share 
their guilt and their feelings. They do not fully confess and therefore they do not 
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expose themselves to the ultimately healing consequences of confession; that is to be 
‘judge[d], punish[ed], forgive[n], console[d] and reconcile[d]’ by the confessor as 
outlined by Foucault (1976, p.62).  
 
It is explicit in both Eric; or, Little by Little and Dear Miffy that this inability to ‘tell 
all’ to an adult leads the protagonists further into strife and prevents them from truly 
reforming. Tony repeatedly states that he isn’t good at talking about himself and that 
he would have been better of if he was: ‘they try and teach you here …that it’s better 
to talk about stuff, but I’m still getting an F in that’ (p. 9); ‘Talking: that’s what I 
should have done more of’ (p. 55); ‘Fucking bastards, fuck them all, I hate the lot of 
them, I won’t talk to them’ (p. 88); ‘When I left your house that terrible day…I nearly 
went to a shrink. I thought I would find one and tell him what I’d done…. I never did 
go to one of course…it wouldn’t have helped anyway’ (p. 99).  
 
Eric is similarly unable to fully give himself in confession and it is this inability that 
ultimately causes his death. The novel is full of references to speaking out, to 
confessing to wrongdoing, and to the consequences of missed opportunities to speak. 
The violent ups and downs of Eric’s behaviour can be charted through his partial 
confessions and prayer. Eric’s school life is characterised by his many falls into 
disobedience, dissolution and academic failure. Each of these episodes is closed by a 
traumatic climax at which point Eric confesses his sins to his teacher and mentor Mr 
Rose and to God through sincere prayer. Following confession come the resolutions 
to do better, but as time passes, the strength of his resolutions fade and Eric sinks 
back into his disreputable ways. During Eric’s fallen periods he is shown as being 
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unable to find relief through prayer and he is also constrained in his conversation with 
the better boys, as he is too ashamed of himself to speak to them.  
 
Speaking and silence are integrally bound up with Eric’s welfare. Silence is for Eric 
always indicative of failure and disrepute. Eric’s first foray into town to buy alcohol 
is typical of this and the episode is littered with missed opportunities to speak. Eric 
feels great shame and guilt as he and his friend Wildney embark on their escapade but 
he doesn’t ‘dare to suggest this’ (p. 206) in case his hesitation is mistaken for 
cowardice; on reaching the public-house Eric is disgusted but again remains silent (p. 
207). Wildney gets caught and does not betray Eric but Mr Rose strongly suspects 
him and talks to Eric about the incident. The narrator repeatedly refers to Eric’s 
silence in this one page discourse ‘Eric was silent’, ‘Eric still silent’, and again, ‘Eric, 
still silent’ (p. 213). This represents three missed opportunities to confess and 
precipitates a further bout of drinking, which eventually brings repentance, confession 
and resolution, beginning the cycle again. The decisive moments in Eric’s life are 
always indicated by his failure to speak: ‘For half an hour, in an agony of struggle 
with himself Eric lay silent. Since Bull’s last words nobody had spoken. They were 
going to sleep. It was too late to speak now Eric thought. The moment passed by for 
ever; Eric had listened without objection to foul words, and the irreparable harm was 
done. How easy it would have been to speak!’ (p. 100). Again on the next page the 
importance of speaking and confession is emphasised: ‘Ah Eric! Moodiness and 
petulance cannot save you, but prayerfulness would; one word Eric…’ (p. 101, my 
emphasis). 
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The second significant difference between Eric and Tony, who are shown as failing to 
successfully navigate their way through rites of passage, and Jason who is successful, 
is that Eric and Tony are both depicted as living in worlds where destiny is a pre-
ordained fact that the individual is powerless to change. Both novels display a belief 
in the fatalistic predetermination of the individual’s life. As previously discussed in 
Chapter Two (The Child and Sexuality), the events of Dear Miffy take place in a 
replica of the ‘moral world of the Victorian novel’ (Marcus 1974, p. 19). Similarly in 
Eric; or, Little by Little life is seen as a sequence of ‘unbreakable chains of 
consequence…it is a scene of incessant struggle against temptation, and in which the 
first step leads irresistibly to the last’ (Marcus 1974 p. 19). Both novels abound with 
moments of foreboding and hints of the doom that will befall the two protagonists. 
Tony feels the wings of the dark angels beating (p. 82); but for Eric it is the lack of 
angels that indicates his fall, ‘Eric lay silent. The darkness was not broken by the 
flashing of an angel’s wing, the stillness was not syllabled by the sound of an angel’s 
voice’ (p. 100).  
 
Foucault discusses how the power of punishment resides partly in the ability of the 
populace to read certain ‘punitive signs’ (1975, p. 94). These signs rest on six rules. 
Two of these are ‘the rule of lateral effects’ and ‘the rule of perfect certainty’. The 
former rule refers to the concept that the ‘penalty must have its most intense effects 
on those who have not committed the crime’; the latter refers to the idea that ‘each 
crime and the advantages to be expected of it must be associated [with] the idea of a 
particular punishment…. the link from one to the other must be regarded as necessary 
and unbreakable’ (Foucault 1975, p. 95). The inexorable downward spiral in which 
both Tony and Eric are depicted as being trapped provides just such a link between 
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crime and punishment as Foucault suggests is required to maximise the effectiveness 
of penalty. The ‘lateral effect’ flows from the inexorable sequence of events presented 
in these two novels, as readers learn to recognise the infallibility of the process 
whereby the penalty follows the crime. For a penal system to be truly effective as a 
deterrent within a society the link between the crime and the punishment must be 
presented in the form ‘of a natural sequence, punishment [must] not appear as the 
arbitrary effect of a human power’ (Foucault 1975, p. 105). In both Eric; or, Little by 
Little and Dear Miffy, the link between wrong doing and its consequences are 
presented as something fated or predetermined by a force outside the control of the 
two protagonists. As examples of effective penalty as described by Foucault, these 
two novels are exemplary. 
 
There are moments of hope for Eric in the text, because with each failure comes 
repentance and resolution, but these false promises come to nothing and Eric’s slide 
into delinquency is inexorable. Eric and Tony’s classification as delinquents 
ultimately puts them outside mainstream society, and encloses them in an alternate 
world with its own set of norms, examinations and disciplinary processes. As Eric 
sinks lower he ceases to compare himself with the better boys and is ashamed to be in 
their company as it highlights his own failings. Once immersed in the lowest set of 
boys Eric is measured against their standards; tested to see how bad, rather than how 
good he can be. Tony likewise identifies himself as a delinquent. Following his 
assault on his father’s girlfriend he says, ‘I went from being a naughty boy to being a 
fucking juvenile fucking delinquent’ (p. 30). Tony also is attracted to Miffy because 
of her reputed ‘badness’. In Tony’s world, where behaviour is always in a negative 
deviation from the norm, bad is good and good is bad.  
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Eric and Tony become cases, ‘juvenile delinquents’, and through this objectification 
they gain a definition and an explanation, they become known by their deviancy. 
Caught in the web of institutional discourse that generates and promulgates the truths 
about teenage delinquency, the individual, as Foucault says, is ‘maintained in his 
individual features, in his particular evolution, in his own aptitudes or abilities, under 
the gaze of a permanent corpus of knowledge’ (1975, p. 190). Once identified as 
delinquent these two find themselves being measured against a norm of deviancy 
rather than against an ideal. For Eric his only hope of reform is when he is compared 
to the exemplary boys. Once he has been reclassified by his House Master as one of 
the reprobates he becomes hopelessly ensnared in the cycle of failure and repentance. 
 
Physical punishment is shown as failing to prevent either boy sliding further into 
delinquency and degeneracy; rather it lowers their self-esteem and confirms their low 
status. The punishment Tony is depicted as receiving from his family and the police is 
brutish and violent; that received from his school is misguided, inappropriate and 
administered by adults with no insight into Tony. Tony sees his punishments as 
persecutory and related to the authority’s attitude to him, rather than to his actual 
behaviour: ‘ I just felt like everyone was putting shit on me every chance they got’ (p. 
27); ‘I was getting it on the streets, getting it at my uncle and aunt’s, and if that wasn’t 
enough, I was getting it at school’ (p. 28). Eric also responds negatively to physical 
punishment: ‘Corporal punishment, however necessary and desirable for some 
dispositions always produced on Eric the worst effects. He burned, not with remorse 
or regret, but with shame and violent indignation’ (p. 116). 
 
 195
Foucault describes the perceived failure of physical punishment and its growing 
rejection since approximately 1760 (1975, p. 16). According to Foucault, from this 
time punishment began to focus less on cruelty, less on pain and more on kindness, 
respect and humanity. The soul rather than the body became the site of punishment: 
‘the expiation that once rained down upon the body must be replaced by a punishment 
that acts in depth on the heart, the thoughts, the will, the inclinations’ (Foucault 1975, 
p. 16). Over time the very idea of punishing gave way to the modern mode of 
sentencing that aims to ‘correct, reclaim, cure’ (Foucault 1975, p. 10). In Eric; or, 
Little by Little the contrast between physical punishment and a kinder, more 
understanding approach to wrong doing is repeatedly made. Mr Rose’s continuing 
belief in Eric does more to help him than any of the thrashings he receives at the 
hands of the other masters. Mr Rose does all ‘that could be done, by gentle firmness 
and unwavering kindness, to recall his pupil to a sense of duty’ (p. 117). After praying 
with Mr Rose, Eric rises ‘from his knees full of the strongest resolutions, and 
earnestly promised amendments for the future’ (p. 118). Physical punishment as 
already noted did Eric no good, while kindness had a more positive impact; the 
contrast is not drawn so dramatically in Dear Miffy, but it is apparent that the pleasure 
Tony gets from his relationship with Miffy inspires him to positive behaviour that no 
amount of punishment from his school or from his aunt and uncle has been able to 
achieve. After his first physical encounter with Miffy Tony ‘floats’ home and ‘ was 
nice to [his] uncle and aunt for at least half an hour’ (p. 44), he also stops ‘wagging’ 
school (p. 54). The only positive interaction Tony has with a teacher is when Mr 
Hammond visits him in the correctional institution; this small gesture of compassion 
towards Tony motivates him to one of the very few positive actions we see him make, 
that is making ‘a bit of an effort in gym’ (p. 88). 
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Both characters are clearly represented as responding to trust and compassion rather 
than physical punishment. Yet neither is shown to capitalise on the opportunities they 
are given through the kindness of others to reform, as for instance Katy does through 
the mentoring of Cousin Helen. For a curative type sentence to be effective the 
subject must open their soul to the observation and examination of those 
administering the cure. The process through which this was intended to occur, 
according to Foucault, was the confession. Tony and Eric are both shown failing 
repeatedly to give access to their inner selves to those in authority or to examine their 
own consciences sufficiently for reformation to occur. This inability to submit 
themselves for examination is depicted in the texts as a major block preventing the 
boys from reaching their full potential and from transforming themselves through 
experience.  
 
His teachers have told Tony that there is no future for him and no hope for him if he 
continues to get into trouble at school and with the police; his criminal and anti-social 
behaviour will only lead him further and further into trouble. The text makes it clear 
to the reader that Tony’s behaviour is not an innate trait but something that has 
developed in response to his parent’s abuse. The reader also knows about Tony’s 
exceptionally high IQ, and how well he responds to positive stimulus. This 
knowledge about Tony allows the reader to speculate on the potential Tony had, and 
might have been able to realise if circumstances had been different. Indeed the 
emotional impact of the text depends on the reader responding with ‘if onlys’: if only 
Tony’s parents had not abandoned him, if only his teachers understood him, if only he 
had not stabbed his father’s girlfriend or hit Miffy’s mother. The chain-reaction 
structure of the text means that ‘if only’ one step was interrupted Tony might have 
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been able to escape his fate; one of the possible interrupting mechanisms that the 
novel represents Tony as failing to accept is acknowledging to himself and to others 
the full extent of his misbehaviour. The reason for his failure given in the text is that 
Tony is in ‘denial’ (pp. 44, 56,78). In Eric; or, Little by Little confession is linked to 
concepts of honesty, honour, courage and manliness. It is recognised that the 
individual will ‘feel better’ after the confession has been made and any subsequent 
punishment accepted, but the primary focus of confession is acknowledgment of 
one’s sins before God and man. In Dear Miffy, however, confession and denial have 
lost the link with honour and honesty and have taken on an almost purely 
psychological or medical meaning. Tony’s refusal to talk about what he has done 
(assaulted Miffy’s mother) is labelled by staff at the correctional facility as being in 
‘denial’ (pp. 44, 56,78), a term used by Freud to describe the ego’s ‘reaction to an 
intolerable external reality’ (Freud 1984, p. 227). Tony also claims that the staff 
thinks he is ‘psycho’ for not speaking to them (p. 88).  
 
Foucault describes how obtaining confessions and the effect of confession were 
recodified as ‘therapeutic operations’ (1976, p. 67). Speaking specifically in regard to 
sexual behaviour, Foucault states that it was ‘no longer accounted for simply by the 
notions of error or sin, excess or transgression, but was placed under the rule of the 
normal and the pathological’ (1976, p. 67). Foucault describes this change as 
occurring through the nineteenth century. While Foucault’s statement was directed at 
changes in the discourse of sexuality, it is apparent when comparing Dear Miffy and 
Eric; or, Little by Little that a corresponding change has occurred in attitudes to 
behaviour generally. Eric’s behaviour is couched squarely in moral terms, whereas 
the moral rights and wrongs of Tony’s behaviour are barely referred to and his 
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delinquency is seen as a result of physical and psychological abuse. Confession for 
Tony would lead to a ‘cure’ rather than to punishment; for Eric the primary 
consequence of confession is punishment. Like Tony, Eric is not only unable to admit 
his wrongdoings to the authorities he is also unable to admit them to himself. 
However, unlike Tony, Eric’s ‘denial’ is referred to in terms of an unexamined 
conscience, rather than as a symptom of a psychological illness. Integrating 
confession into the medical discourse of the nineteenth century ‘altered the scope of 
the confession; it tended no longer to be concerned solely with what the subject 
wished to hide, but with what was hidden from himself, being incapable of coming to 
light except gradually and through the labour of a confession’ (Foucault 1976, p. 66). 
As mentioned, the focus of confession in Eric; or, Little by Little is on the disclosure 
of wrongdoing, to not confess is construed as dishonesty. In Dear Miffy the focus has 
moved to revealing the subject’s psychological truth through confession as a healing 
process. There is no suggestion of dishonesty in Tony’s behaviour, the need for him 
to talk about what he has done is driven by the damage he is doing through hiding it 
from himself, not through a demand for honourable conduct. Whatever the 
terminology used to explain Eric’s lack of confession, it produces an effect similar to 
Tony’s denial; Eric fails to fulfil his potential or to reach the behavioural standards 
expected of a youth of his age. Referring to one of Eric’s classmates the narrator 
observes, ‘He was getting steadier, more diligent, more thoughtful, more manly; he 
was passing through that change so frequent in boys as they grow older, to which Eric 
was so sad an exception’ (p. 249). 
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The Self-policing Subject 
Eric and Tony are both represented as unable to internalise the watchfulness required 
to self-administer discipline. Examination of Eric and Tony must be conducted by 
external authorities through observation as they fail to examine themselves. There are 
however, abundant examples of fictional individuals who have so absorbed their 
lessons of obedience that they require very little external observation; instead they 
monitor their own conduct and consciences to a very high standard. Elsie Dinsmore, 
Ellen Montgomery (The Wide, Wide World) and, indeed, all Susan Warner’s heroines 
have highly sensitive consciences, are pious and have adult male and female mentors 
to whom they confess with frequent abandon. There is another group of characters in 
twentieth century fiction that display this internal watchfulness. This group of self-
punishing individuals includes the suicidal, the self-harming and the anorexic 
characters that appear in late twentieth century young adult fiction. 
 
The anorexic characters Aurora (Killing Aurora 1999) and Leigh (Secrets 1990) have 
very active and exacting regimes of self-scrutiny and discipline. Aurora’s step-father, 
her peers, workmen and school boys are all depicted examining and judging her; the 
power of their judgements produce in her a specific subjectivity, including, as 
discussed in Chapter Two, a particular sexual identity that is based on self-loathing 
and revulsion towards her maturing body. Through Aurora’s focalisation the reader is 
led to see adult physicality and sexuality as pathetic and ugly, as it is similarly 
represented in The Best Thing (Lanagan 1995), also discussed in Chapter Two. 
Aurora is shown to reject her body’s progress towards what she considers a horrifying 
outcome. The adult female body possesses the knowledge of sexuality that Aurora 
seeks but is afraid of: ‘to the adolescent, middle-aged sexuality, and more especially, 
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overripe femininity is an obscenity scarcely to be contemplated’ (Thomson 1999, p. 
24). To modify herself to conform to the demands of the judgements made of her 
Aurora must impose upon herself a strict dietary and physical regime. In doing this 
she becomes a conduit for the power exerted by others, channelling the power through 
self-discipline and punishment directly to her own body. When she fails to adhere to 
her diet she punishes herself with frenetic exercise. Her dieting and exercise are to 
correct her body, to punish her body for being perceived as fat and for being sexual. 
Aurora’s feminine, sexualised body is, to her, an external sign of her weakness and 
inability to control herself physically and sexually. In her essay ‘Foucault, femininity, 
and the modernization of patriarchal power’, Sandra Bartky describes the self-
policing female subject as follows:   
To subject oneself to the new disciplinary power is to be up-to-
date…it represents a saving in the economy of enforcement: since it 
is women themselves who practice this discipline on and against 
their own bodies, men get off scot-free. . . The woman who checks 
her makeup half a dozen times a day to see if her foundation has 
caked or her mascara has run, who worries that the wind or the rain 
may spoil her hairdo, who looks frequently to see if her stockings 
have bagged at the ankle or who, feeling fat, monitors everything 
she eats, has become, just as surely as the inmate of the Panopticon, 
a self-policing subject, a self committed to a relentless self-
surveillance. (Bartky 1988, pp. 63-64) 
 
The Panopticon Bartky mentions refers to Jeremy Bentham’s (1748-1832) panoptic 
prison design, whose basis was a building designed so that every inmate could be 
seen at any and all times by one centrally located supervisor. The great efficiency of 
this design rested on the principle that ‘power should be visible and unverifiable’ 
(Foucault 1975, p. 201). This means that the prisoners must never know for sure if 
they are watched or not, the lack of certainty leading them to behave on the 
assumption that they are in fact always observed, resulting in a highly efficient and 
cost effective system that could be used for prisons, factories, schools or other 
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institutions. Aurora is represented as believing herself to be the object of her 
community’s constant critical gaze and fits closely Bartky’s description of the self-
policing subject: ‘Everybody’s talking about Aurora, she knows they are. They’re 
sizing her up. They’re cutting her down. They’re all listening devices, they’re all spy 
cameras, they’re all wearing x-ray specs’ (p. 34). 
 
Foucault describes this efficient disciplinary machine moving out of ‘enclosed 
institutions’ (1975, p. 212) and operating in a disseminated fashion throughout 
society. The dispersed version of panoptic discipline relies, as does the institutional 
version, on ‘the gaze, and interiorisation’ (Foucault 1980, p. 154). Bartky adapts 
Foucault’s idea that each individual will interiorise this inspecting gaze until they 
function as their own overseer, to explain women’s compliance with the ideals of 
femininity. Indeed this relentless self-gaze is characteristic of Aurora’s adoption and 
adsorption of the gaze she feels constantly upon her. Aurora internalises the scrutiny 
of herself to such a degree that she completely loses any external perspective on her 
body and sees herself as fat when in fact she is emaciated and near death. Aurora has 
become the ideal self-policing adolescent and no external input is required in the 
disciplinary regimes of observation, examination, judgement and punishment that she 
administers herself. The Victorian equivalent of this self-policing individual is the 
highly effective piety and sense of Christian duty belonging to Elsie (Elsie 
Dinsmore), Ellen (The Wide, Wide World), and Edwin Russel (Eric; or, Little by 
Little) and so conspicuously absent in Eric. God’s omniscience and the well-exercised 
conscience are a cost-effective and efficient form of interiorised discipline and 
control. 
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The capacity of the individual for self-surveillance is made possible in the panoptic 
concept through the isolation of the individual: ‘he is seen, but he does not see, he is 
the object of information, never a subject in communication’ (Foucault 1975, p. 200). 
Another significant factor in the success of disciplinary power is invisibility, the 
possession of which allows disciplinary power to function yet arouse little resistance. 
Aurora’s recovery from anorexia is due to these two aspects of the system breaking 
down; Aurora is not isolated, she communicates with rebel school friend Web, and 
Web inspires resistance in Aurora through identifying for her the forces that subjugate 
women, making those forces visible. Web and Aurora’s peers, both male and female, 
compare them to an ideal of femininity and find them wanting. Images from this 
commercial, market driven ideal surround the girls, in magazines, on billboards and 
on television. In the microcosmic world of school, Aurora, Web and the rest of the 
students are categorised in relation to norms established through the commercial 
media. Various environments depicted in Killing Aurora reflect quite precisely the 
disciplinary mechanism described by Foucault: ‘[t]he disciplines characterize, 
classify, specialize; they distribute along a scale, around a norm, hierarchize 
individuals in relation to one another and, if necessary, disqualify and invalidate’ 
(Foucault 1975, p. 223). In the novel’s opening pages Aurora scans the stations 
billboards of sexualised, objectified scantily clad women; school boys watching 
Aurora mockingly give her a ‘score’ of six out of ten for attractiveness and then 
reduce it to five in criticism of her bottom (pp. 4-6). Aurora is being given her 
position on the scale; when she sees Web at the station she readjusts her own position 
in the hierarchy, gratefully acknowledging that the distance between the billboard 
girls and Web is even greater than her own distance from the norm. On her first day at 
a new school Aurora has already identified and understood the peculiarities, 
 203
classifications and relative popularity of her peers; the narrator lists ‘the subversives’, 
‘the Dead Girls’, ‘the Christians’, ‘the girlie swots’, and the ‘jolly nice girls’ and 
explains their place in the hierarchy. Unflattering as some positions and 
classifications may be, no one on this list has been disqualified or invalidated. This 
ignominy falls on Web. Unable to reach even the minimum threshold of acceptable 
femininity Web is depicted as resisting and rejecting dominant images of young 
womanhood. Eventually her subversive resistance interrupts the disciplinary cycle 
entrapping Aurora and she too resists the power of the normative gaze to enforce 
conformity. This does not mean the girls ignore or are unaffected by the external 
observation and examination they are subjected to. On the contrary, their resistance is 
highly reactive, Web’s rejection of commercial femininity being represented in the 
novel as a way of coping with her own sense of inadequacy rather than as positive self 
acceptance as discussed in Chapter Two of this thesis. 
 
Bartky states in the earlier quote that ‘men get off scot-free’ and that it is only women 
who practice discipline ‘on and against their own bodies’, but this is not the case in 
the young adult fiction of the 1990s. Adolescent boys are by no means immune to 
internal disciplinary regimes similar to that which controls Aurora. Jed Barnes, 
otherwise known as Shoovy Jed (Shoovy Jed, Stewart 1997), believes, like Aurora, 
that he deserves to be punished and like Aurora he subjects his body to various 
disciplinary practices climaxing in an unsuccessful suicide attempt. Shoovy Jed feels 
inadequate, he feels ‘different from everybody else on this earth’ (p. 3), he isn’t 
‘normal’ (p. 23), he is ‘a total failure as a human being’ (p. 25), and he is isolated and 
has no one to talk to. Jed’s parents fight constantly, their negative focus on each other 
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excludes Jed and his sister India; their inattention makes him feel worthless, while his 
inability to help them increases his feelings of failure and inadequacy.  
 
Like Eric and Tony, Jed does not know how to discuss his negative feelings, but he 
does find an alternative means of making his confession: he displays it on his body. 
Jed cuts his wrists repeatedly in the course of the novel and on one occasion stubs a 
cigarette out on his arm. Like the physical display created by the anorexic, Jed makes 
visible his confession of unworthiness. The self-harming adolescent achieves the 
conflation of confession and punishment in one act. The punishments they inflict 
through starvation or through cutting, as Jed does, form a ritual of torture; ‘the art of 
maintaining life in pain’ (Foucault 1975, p. 34). Torture, as an element of punishment 
must ‘mark the victim…to brand the victim with infamy’ (Foucault 1975, p. 34). 
Leigh in Secrets (Sue Welford 1990) believes that she caused her father to leave and 
never return. As a little girl she writes letters to him, which she never sends, begging 
him to come home and promising that she will be a good girl:  
I try to be good but I am afraid I am not very good at it. I don’t 
suppose you are sorry you missed Christmas with us – what with 
me being so horrible and making everyone’s life a misery. Do you 
ever think Daddy how lucky you are not to have to live with me any 
more? I have always known it was my fault that you went. Have 
you got a new family now, with a little girl who is not ugly and not 
horrid? (p. 144) 
 
The content of the letters is only revealed to the reader and most of the characters 
eight pages before the end of the novel. But the revelations of the letters do not 
constitute the confession; since this has already been produced through Leigh’s 
emaciated body, the letters merely interpret this gesture. The punishment for Leigh’s 
perceived ‘badness’ has already been administered through her starvation. The 
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acceptance of her confession therefore signals the end of the penalty and Leigh is 
depicted as being on the road to recovery after this turning point.  
 
Disciplinary operations incorporating surveillance, examination, confession and 
punishment are represented in Victorian and twentieth century fictions as 
administered either by adults or peers, or enacted internally by the individual and 
directed towards the self. In either mode disciplinary power in novels from both 
periods functions to create subjects measured against norms established by adults 
through their presumption of knowledge about the young. Despite differences in the 
specific application of disciplinary processes represented in fiction, young men and 
women continue to be subjected to gender specific forces shaping them towards an 
adult defined ideal. 
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Chapter Five - Childhood as a Separate World. 
 
Children and adults belong to different worlds...How far removed is 
the world of childhood! Its inhabitants seem of another 
species...Reason does not curb them, for they have not yet learned 
its restraints. Happy beings, they live in the clouds, playing light-
heartedly without a care. (Hazard 1944, pp. 1- 2) 
 
Hollindale notes that there is, in almost all instances of children’s literature, a 
‘cultural and historical gap’ (1995, p. 12) between child reader and author. The 
generational difference between author and intended audience makes some degree of 
distance inevitable. However, authors and publishers may consciously or 
unconsciously support or minimise this gap depending on their particular view of 
childhood. Through characterisation, narration and narrative, texts will either 
reinforce a separation of child and adult into distinct and different categories, or they 
will blur the boundary between the two states, recognising commonalities rather than 
differences.  
 
While childhood can be seen as a ‘provisional phase marked by gradually fading 
limitations’ (Hollindale 1995, p. 10), for legal and bureaucratic reasons childhood is 
frequently portrayed as a phase brought to a predetermined end by a recognizable set 
of criteria, such as sexual experience, puberty, marriage or age. The idea that 
childhood has a defined end and adulthood an equally defined start has persisted 
through time, yet the demarcation line between the two states varies in its timing and 
details. 
 
Sara Mills (1997) uses the example of the re-categorization of bacteria from animal in 
the nineteenth century to a category of its own in the twentieth century to explain the 
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way that objects constituted through discourse are subjected to constant change in the 
way they are represented. The change to age categorisations also reflects the 
mutability of socially constructed categories. Ariès discusses at length in Centuries of 
Childhood the variety in life stage categorization from the eighth century through to 
the twentieth. Ariès recognises that ‘the ages of life did not correspond simply to 
biological phases but also to social functions’ (1962, p. 21). The labelling of the 
stages ‘childhood’ and ‘adulthood’ are, according to this logic, not directly related to 
physical factors, but rather to the expectation that these stages embody social roles; 
accordingly as social expectations change so will the boundary between child and 
adult. In the following paragraph Mills comments on the separate categories assigned 
to plants and animals, despite their common features. The distinction between 
children and adults functions in a similar way; focusing more on difference than 
commonalities:  
…the fact that we separate them into two groupings means that we 
concentrate more on the differences we perceive between these two 
categories rather than on their shared features. The fact that the 
boundary has shifted shows clearly that there is no natural ready-
made boundary... but that humans have thought it necessary to draw 
this boundary. (1997 p. 52) 
 
The boundary between child and adult may be culturally constructed and therefore 
vary in its construction over time but the existence of such a boundary has persisted in 
the Western world, as discussed by Ariès. The presence of a distinct and profound 
demarcation between child and adult, and the quarantining of the properties held by 
each, poses obstacles for individuals attempting to make the transition between the 
states. There have been frequent literary allusions to the loss inherent in the move 
from childhood to adulthood, the special qualities of childhood and the gulf between 
the two states. Rousseau’s Emile alludes to just this concept: 
 208
Love childhood, indulge its sports, its pleasures, its delightful 
instincts. Who has not sometimes regretted that age when laughter 
was ever on the lips, and when the heart was ever at peace? Why 
rob these innocents of the joys which pass so quickly, of that 
precious gift which cannot abuse? Why fill with bitterness the 
fleeting days of early childhood, days which will no more return for 
them than for you? (1974, p. 43) 
 
This nostalgic view of childhood was furthered through the poetry of the Romantic 
Movement. Late twentieth century novels such as The Best Thing, Killing Aurora and 
Tomorrow, When the War Began show adulthood as a diminished state; others such as 
Phillip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy describe the loss of childish attributes 
that occurs with maturation. The effect of this distinct demarcation is to make 
inaccessible the events and experiences that occur during childhood to anyone who is 
no longer a child. Childhood becomes a closed and finite state. The child self, the 
child one once was, is sealed in a time capsule, lost to the adult, unknowable and 
irretrievable, reachable only through memory. Childhood ends at an objectively 
observable point, at its demise adulthood commences. There is no blurring or back-
tracking, as the adult can only view childhood from outside. Once childhood is over it 
is no longer part of the individual, it is gone. There is no continuity of the self from 
child to adult. The old self becomes separate, an ‘other’; child becomes ‘other’ to the 
adult: ‘it is the realisation that my past is another country, my childhood the 
experience of someone I no longer fully know’ (McGillis 1997, p. 217). 
 
According to this model, adulthood is inextricably associated with loss and therefore 
identified as an inferior state, and the movement from childhood to adulthood as one 
of decline. The inevitable time and culture gap separating the mutually exclusive 
states of childhood and adulthood, as identified by Hollindale, is compounded by an 
idealistic and nostalgic view of childhood. The nostalgia is itself generated by the idea 
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that the end of childhood means the loss of something irretrievable and inestimably 
valuable, something for which adulthood does not compensate.  
 
The nostalgic distance between child self and adult self, and the idealisation of 
childhood, feeds the impression that childhood and adulthood are separate states 
positioned in a relationship of opposition. Another factor in establishing this 
positioning is the definition of childhood relative to the meaning of adulthood. 
Cunningham argues that for the Romantic ideal of a happy, innocent childhood to be 
achieved ‘childhood had to be sharply separated from adulthood, and its 
characteristics and needs had to be recognized’; this led to the two states being posed 
as opposites of each other: ‘[i]f adults were burdened with responsibilities, children 
should be carefree. If adults worked, children should not work. If adults had to live in 
towns, children were entitled to contact with nature’ (1995, p. 160). James Kincaid 
argues, in accordance with this model, that children are generally represented as a 
composite of the absence of everything deemed to be adult; ‘sophistication, rational 
moderation and judicious adjustment to the ways of the world’ are replaced with a set 
of inversions that define children as, ‘innocence, purity and emptiness’ (Kincaid 
1998a, p. 15). Whether children are seen as incomplete adults or the adult as a 
diminished child does impact on how the child is represented in fiction; for example, 
the ability of children to act as saviours is predicated on them having qualities adults 
lack or have lost. This becomes very complex in instances where the positive 
attributes of childhood simultaneously signify lack. Children are able to redeem 
because they possess something adults lack, that is innocence, but in itself innocence 
is a lack; as James Kincaid says, innocence is a negative quality defined by the 
absence of strength, knowledge, corruption and evil, and suggests that the reader try 
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and think ‘of depravity as the absence of innocence; it can be done but only by 
straining’ (1992, p. 78). 
 
This oppositional definition of child and adult can be quite clearly seen in Victorian 
redemption novels such as Elsie Dinsmore, Little Lord Fauntleroy and Little Meg’s 
Children but it is the adult characters (or adult society generally) who conspicuously 
lack the virtues of the child. The ideals represented as belonging to Victorian children 
such as incorruptibility and natural morality are not so overtly espoused in young 
adult fiction of the 1990s, but still fictional children and teenagers are distinctly 
isolated within adult worlds. The young in fiction continue to possess qualities not 
held by adults, as demonstrated in recent redemption stories such as The Adonis 
Strategy, Shade’s Children and Tomorrow, When the War Began. Similarly, while 
fewer and fewer modern fictional children meet the romantic ideal of innocence, the 
loss of this innocence is clearly mourned in novels such as Dear Miffy and Junk, 
perpetuating the conceptual link between childhood and innocence. Despite changes 
in the way in which the young are depicted in fiction the romantic ideal of the morally 
superior child still lingers in twentieth century fiction causing a separation of child 
and adult in many texts. 
 
Hollindale, however, portrays a different transition in which the end of childhood is 
not marked as a punctuative event, but an erratic demise that destroys some of the 
attributes of the child while leaving others to persist into later life. Hollindale does not 
position childhood in opposition to adulthood and describes the transition from child 
to adult without the sense of nostalgic decline mentioned earlier. This process of 
developing maturity is personal and individual. Maturity is not gained in consistent 
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and sequential phases (Hollindale 1995, p. 80). Instead, the individual is in a constant 
state of change or flux. Adulthood builds on the child self, incorporating it rather than 
eliminating and replacing it. The process of becoming adult is incremental and drawn 
out, not a transformation that occurs in a short period of time through the 
experiencing of a few key events. Hollindale rejects the idea that the child evolves 
towards a ‘plateau of achieved maturity’ (1995, p. 37), conceiving instead of a much 
more fluid and continuous process. Isabelle Jan, discussing the views of Hans 
Christian Andersen, describes a similar phenomenon:  
[childhood] is not a specific experience in which the human being is 
confined for a given time, more or less in limbo until he finally 
starts to live. There was no such break for Hans Andersen between 
one state and the other; he rejected the need for initiation rites, and 
saw childhood, forever present and vigorous, continuing to develop 
for the whole of life. (1973, p. 52) 
 
The non-oppositional model of childhood and growth reflected in the work of 
Hollindale and Jan does not appear to dominate in Victorian or more recent young 
adult fiction. The fiction of both periods frequently emphasises rather than reduces 
the separateness of child and adult. In both periods child and adult are represented as 
existing apart, operating in distinct spatial spheres and fulfilling roles that are clearly 
different and tied to the status of the character as either child or adult.  
 
In the fiction of both periods attention is drawn, not only to the gulf between the two 
states, but also to the difficulty of crossing this gulf. Young adult fiction of both eras 
frequently focuses on experiences and events that chart an individual’s progress 
towards adulthood. These events include marriage, sexual experience, childbirth and a 
variety of traumatic and dramatic incidents that cause young characters to learn and 
mature. Yet, despite all the accrued experience, maturity gained and lessons learned, 
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characters very rarely appear to ‘change sides’ or even to be any closer to becoming 
one with the ‘others’; that is, the adults. The distance between child and adult and the 
orientation of characters as either child or adult frequently remains unchanged from a 
novel’s beginning to its end, regardless of the experiences undergone by its 
characters. Such experiences may be presented to the reader as profound, but in fact 
have little lasting impact on the characters in terms of their maturation towards 
adulthood. 
 
This chapter looks at the impact that the separation of child and adult has on child-
adult relationships in fiction from the nineteenth and late twentieth centuries; how 
characters can undergo what appear to be ‘rite of passage’ experiences yet still firmly 
remain children in relation to adults and the techniques used in fiction to prevent 
children and adolescents achieving adult status. 
 
The Distance Between Child and Adult 
The definition of children in opposition to adults, and in possession of qualities 
inherent in their youth and thus inaccessible to adults, is an essential element in the 
constructions of the young that I have discussed in the previous chapters. The 
possession of innocence is almost synonymous with childhood, as the loss of 
innocence is synonymous with adulthood. The individual who possesses innocence 
can only be a child; the loss of innocence is a key event signifying transition to 
adulthood; and innocence is a quality incompatible with adulthood. The preciousness 
of childhood innocence is predicated on its fragility and evanescence so that its 
exclusivity is an essential part of its desirability. Experience, the opposite of 
innocence, is required for innocence to exist. Experience, mutually exclusive of 
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innocence, is the condition of adulthood. Any categorisation of child and adult that is 
defined by the possession of innocence or experience will necessarily be based on a 
concept of ‘difference’. 
 
The sexuality of older children and adolescents is acknowledged and explored to 
some extent in late twentieth century young adult fiction; however, it is a 
phenomenon that has no relationship to adult sexuality. The sexual behaviour of the 
young is depicted in some novels as being a specific category of sexuality rather than 
a point on the continuum of all human sexuality. One such difference is the 
representation of adolescent sexual activity occurring in secret or hidden spaces such 
as the junkyard in Touching Earth Lightly (Lanagan, 1996) or a car as in Secrets 
rather than openly in more comfortable and conventional settings. The contemporary 
phobic response to paedophilia in any form or degree means that a line must be drawn 
between the sexual activity of the young and that of adults, so sexual relationships 
that cross age barriers are rarely if ever depicted positively. Modern young adult 
novels depict adult sex and sexuality as gross and laughable (Killing Aurora and The 
Best Thing) and adults who are attracted to teenagers as evil and grotesque (Care 
Factor Zero and Sleeping Dogs). Adolescent sexuality can be narrated in fiction if its 
difference and incompatibility with adult sexuality is established. The distinction 
between adolescent and adult sexuality is discussed later in this chapter with 
reference to the establishment of behavioural norms. 
 
For the Victorians, sexual experience was a defining element in the difference 
between children and adults. James Kincaid claims that there is a distinct and heavily 
eroticised division between children and adults that has been in place for the ‘past two 
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hundred years’ (1992, p. 6). In this binary opposition of the terms sexual and non-
sexual, ‘the child is that species which is free of sexual feeling or response: the adult 
is that species which has crossed over into sexuality’ (1992, pp. 6-7). Kincaid sees 
this division as ‘very wobbly, requiring massive bolstering by this discourse’ (1992, 
p. 7). The hyper-innocent child of Victorian fiction is one method of bolstering or 
reinforcing this opposition and keeping the child in an appropriate place. The fear, or 
the threat that children will somehow slip out of this controlling grasp and overwhelm 
adults with their uninhibited appetites possibly underlies the somewhat frantic, 
fervent and repeated avowal of childish innocence and purity seen in novels such as 
Elsie Dinsmore, Little Lord Fauntleroy and The Wide, Wide World. That this fear 
exists is evident in the writings of various social commentators on the promiscuity of 
the urban poor, both child and adult (see Chapter Three). 
 
As I have mentioned (Chapter Three), for the child to operate as a saviour in fiction, 
rescuing either individual adults or the human race from the dangers of materialism, 
greed, mechanization and environmental destruction, the child must possess different 
and/or superior abilities to adults. Hendrick identifies the Romantic Movement as 
initiating the portrayal of the child as being fundamentally different to the adult, not 
just by being an immature version of the adult, but by ‘having its own nature’ 
(Hendrick 1997, p. 39). Like the construction of the innocent child, the construction 
of the fictional child as saviour relies on a difference between child and adult in order 
to function. The situations from which adults need to be rescued are of their own 
making; they are unable to extricate themselves and require the specific and unique 
group of characteristics only associated with children. Difference is also an essential 
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attribute if redeeming children are to avoid repeating the mistakes of the previous 
generation. 
 
Knowledge, Power and Discipline 
The seeming simplicity of a children’s literature text frequently 
reveals, on closer examination, a subject of rebellion, repression, or 
even more fundamentally, alternative perception. The difference 
between the dominant mode of consciousness and the child’s 
alternate vision may express itself through broad or subtle comedy, 
satire, parody, or irony. Since, as many adults are subliminally 
aware, adult and child perspectives are always potentially 
antagonistic, and every adult has once been a child, it is a 
temptation most adults cannot resist to define maturity as the 
opposite of childhood consciousness. Thus to many adults, the 
perspective of childhood poses a threat in the same way that the 
comic impulse undermines the sobrieties of institutions that are not 
willing to acknowledge the relativity of their rules and verities. 
(Stahl 1992, p. 14) 
 
This quotation from John Stahl’s essay ‘Canon formation: a historical and 
psychological perspective’ introduces the idea of children’s literature as a function of 
adult power, either exercising power (repression) or by demonstrating resistance to it 
(rebellion). Stahl also identifies the defining of adulthood in opposition to childhood 
as an act designed to control and subjugate the child. The act of defining children and 
adults as opposites provides a variety of opportunities for manipulation and control 
that are frequently expressed in both Victorian and late twentieth century texts. Both 
Jacqueline Rose (1984) and John Stephens (1992) have discussed children’s fiction as 
a vehicle for adult ideology, and such discussions presuppose that the texts under 
consideration regard children as open to manipulation through subjection to ideology 
of a dominant group; adults. Stephens does, however, view the reader as able to resist 
and interrogate texts, rather than being without defences against textual manipulation.  
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Texts that attempt to impart ideological messages assume knowledge of their 
expected readership. Constructing childhood in opposition to adulthood allows adults 
to have an intimate and thorough knowledge of this construct; it is precisely 
everything the adult is not. Discourse based on the idea that the child is everything the 
adult is not forms the background against which statements about children count as 
true or false. The ability of adults to control discourse through their dominance of 
institutions gives them a knowledge advantage over child subjects, who are forced to 
construct themselves through truths dispensed by adult-controlled social discourse. 
According to Foucault, ‘power and knowledge directly imply one another; that there 
is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor 
any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power 
relations’ (1977, p. 27). In the novels discussed in this chapter it can be seen that 
knowledge of childhood does give adults power over children in a variety of ways. Of 
course such universalising assumptions about childhood will not necessarily enable a 
real adult to know a real child; nevertheless such ‘truths’ are pervasive in young adult 
fiction from both the Victorian period and the 1990s. 
 
The adult who knows the child better than the child knows itself is a frequently 
represented, though not universal, phenomenon in Victorian fiction and such a 
representation is based on the assumption that adults’ knowledge of children is 
superior to a child’s knowledge of itself. Eric Williams (Eric; or, Little by Little), 
Ellen Montgomery (The Wide, Wide World) and Elsie Dinsmore (Elsie Dinsmore) all 
require adult perception and interpretation to have their true selves revealed. These 
children are not capable of knowing themselves or of understanding their own 
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impulses, unlike their adult guardians and companions who have an almost uncanny 
ability to see the ‘real’ child behind the surface behaviour.  
 
Eric Williams (Eric; or, Little by Little) is not totally unable to reflect on his own 
behaviour or completely without self-insight, although his reactions are so mired in 
guilt, self-recrimination and pathos that he is unable to make any rational connection 
between his feelings and his actions. This is apparent in the repetitive nature of Eric’s 
behaviour, which follows a cycle of failure, self-recrimination, followed by prayer 
and fervent promises to be better in the future; ‘O, I will be a better boy, I will indeed’ 
(p. 77, original emphasis). However, Eric is represented as blind to his own need for 
adulation, and because of this he is unable to avoid the classmates or situations that 
bring about his bad behaviour; Eric has only an ‘indistinct consciousness that the 
popularity in his form would do him as much harm as the change of feeling in his 
master’ (p. 54). Eric’s inability to see that ‘his popularity was a fatal snare’ (p. 58) is 
presented as a significant factor that prevents him from escaping the tragic downward 
spiral in which he is caught. Eric is certainly ‘in touch’ with his feelings and 
frequently gives way to his passions, yet he distinctly lacks the ability to understand 
any greater or wider significance his emotions might have; he feels, but he cannot 
understand why as the following examples illustrate. Early in his school career Eric 
excites the hatred of the class bully, Barker. Eric is utterly confounded by this and 
‘incapable himself of so mean a spirit of jealousy at superior excellence,…could not 
make it out…and the very mysteriousness of it made it more intolerable to bear’ (pp. 
37-38) and only inflames Barker’s jealousy further by his ‘bursts of passion’ (p. 38). 
However the words quoted are those of the rather avuncular narrator, clearly an adult, 
as he speaks with the knowledge of hindsight looking back from a point in the future. 
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In contrast, Eric does not have even this rudimentary insight. Eric’s internal 
monologue is provided for the reader and demonstrates a total lack of insight: ‘why 
should this bull-dog sort of fellow have set his whole aim to annoy, vex, and hurt 
me?’ (p. 37). Eric is represented as showing a similar lack of insight when he 
simplistically characterises a dispute with a senior teacher as ‘unlucky’. The adult 
narrator concurs: ‘on the whole, the boy was right in thinking this incident a 
misfortune’ (p. 54) but then goes on to enumerate in detail what the psychological 
impact of the confrontation will really be for Eric, consequences to which Eric 
remains blind. 
 
Eric’s incapacity to analyse himself is represented as related to his youth and as an 
adjunct to his boyish high sprits. Likewise the narrator’s expertise in boys, and Eric in 
particular, is a function of his adult status. In the final chapter of the book the reader 
learns that the narrator is in fact one of Eric’s school friends who, as an adult, decides 
to tell Eric’s story. The gloomy presentiments made by the narrator about Eric’s 
future are possible simply because he is an adult and has insight into boys that comes 
from experience. According to this logic it is impossible for children to be 
psychologically astute about their own feelings and motivations, as they are 
necessarily lacking in sufficient accumulated experience. 
 
Eric’s volatile and passionate temperament is a factor of his boyishness and it is this 
emotionality that inhibits Eric from more rational understanding. These youthful 
qualities are shown as attractive but dangerous when untempered with wisdom. At the 
start of his career as a boarder, these qualities are the direct cause of Eric failing to 
take the wise advice of Dr Rowlands: ‘At that moment Eric hardly cared for advice. 
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He was full of life and spirits, brave, bright, impetuous, tingling with hope, in the 
flush and flower of boyhood’ (p. 79). In the first few pages of the novel Eric’s 
exuberant excitement at the return of his parents and little brother from India and his 
own imminent commencement at Roslyn School is described by the narrator but 
focalised through Eric’s adult cousin, Fanny, who has been Eric’s teacher from his 
early years. The contrast between the two clearly associates Fanny’s sobriety and 
maturity with an understanding of Eric’s propensities and the pitfalls they may bring 
that is far deeper and more complex than any self understanding Eric may have, 
distracted as he is by heedless boyish exuberance. While Fanny is ‘sober’, ‘patient’, 
‘seated’, ‘matter-of-fact’, ‘quiet’ and occupied with ‘endless’ crochet work, Eric in 
contrast is ‘capering vigorously’, ‘jumping’ ‘singing’ and ‘dancing’. Inquit tags used 
for Eric are ‘cried’ and ‘exclaimed’, whereas those for Fanny are ‘said’ and ‘sighed’. 
Fanny exudes maturity and sensibleness, the opposite of Eric’s youth and excitement. 
Eric’s excitement at commencing school cannot overcome Fanny’s mature sobriety 
and superior understanding. From her adult vantage point Fanny can see what Eric 
cannot: 
‘And then, Miss Fanny, I shall go to school.’ 
‘Well, Eric,’ said Fanny, raising her matter-of-fact quiet face from 
her endless work, ‘I doubt, dear, whether you will talk of it with 
quite as much joy a year hence’. (p. 12) 
 
Despite the ‘almost irresistible contagion’ of Eric’s mirth, Fanny feels a sense of 
‘heaviness and foreboding’ (p. 12). This concern stems from Eric’s pride, passion and 
the imperiousness that Fanny has lately ‘found difficult to subdue’ (p. 13). Fanny’s 
superior knowledge and understanding prefigure for the reader what Eric’s fate will 
be. 
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Eric is not the only child in the novel who finds his own emotional responses 
inexplicable. Neither Eric nor his friend Duncan can explain why their schoolfellow 
Bull excites their ‘repulsion and contempt’ (p. 96):  
‘Why do you dislike him, Duncan?’ 
‘I don’t know. Why do you?’ 
‘I don’t know either’. (p. 97) 
 
But of course the narrator knows and describes at length the impact this boy who had, 
‘tasted more largely of the tree of the knowledge of evil than any other boy’ (p. 98), 
has on the morality of his peers. The only one of Eric’s contemporaries who has any 
degree of wisdom and insight comparable to that of the narrator and other adult voices 
is Edwin Russell. Edwin achieves this by functioning as a pseudo-adult. He plays a 
role as Eric’s conscience or moral guide; ‘For Edwin’s sake, and for shame at the 
thought of Edwin’s disapproval, [Eric] abstained from many things into which he 
would otherwise have insensibly glided’ (p. 147). In contrast to Edwin’s intellectual 
sophistication and high moral standards, Eric is again represented as devoid of 
conscience and self-reflection to the extent that he could ‘glide insensibly’ towards 
dissolution. Much of Edwin’s wisdom comes from his piety and from his acceptance 
of adult advice, advice that the other boys recklessly ignore. In his counsel to Eric and 
the other boys Edwin quotes his father and the school principal, using this knowledge 
to enlighten Eric and provide him with a positive course of action in an attempt to 
stop Eric from wallowing in despondency and moral guilt. Edwin is never as 
‘diligent’, ‘fascinating’ or ‘athletic’ as Eric or Eric’s other friends and it is in some 
respects his maturity, lack of boyish high spirits and ‘pluck’ that cause his accidental 
death as Edwin is too afraid to make the leap from the Stack to the mainland when the 
boys are stranded by the incoming tide. If the purpose of adolescence is ‘becoming’ 
 221
then Edwin’s teenage years are wasted as he has already achieved moral perfection 
and an adult degree of self-knowledge. 
 
Ellen Montgomery (The Wide, Wide World) and Elsie Dinsmore (Elsie Dinsmore), 
like Eric, must surrender to the scrutiny of an adult, accept their own moral and 
intellectual inferiority and submit to being reinterpreted through adult, male 
definition. Again, like Eric, their inability to know themselves is associated with their 
emotionality and youth. In Eric; or, Little by Little the narrator and other adults are 
shown as having expertise and knowledge unavailable to children, gained primarily 
through the adults’ greater worldly experience.  
 
Two other key sources of information that adults in all three novels use are 
observation and confession. Foucault describes observation and confession as two of 
the central channels for directing disciplinary force to an individual; both these 
operations of power provide ‘lines of penetration’ for adult discourse to reach the 
child (1976, p. 42). Both observation and confession require participants to occupy 
different roles that draw attention to the ‘separateness’ of the participants. The 
observer must watch and examine and the confessor must judge and punish or 
forgive. Spatial and temporal controls imposed on children are further disciplinary 
methods that feed into the power/knowledge relationship between children and adults. 
Knowledge about children and childhood allows for the efficient imposition of 
disciplinary processes. The resulting effective implementation of disciplinary actions, 
in turn, brings greater knowledge. The control of the bodies of the young through 
spatial distribution that separates them from adults, the timetabling of activities and 
the analysis of children in relation to stages within the field of developmental 
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psychology all allow for greater surveillance of children by adults. The very act of 
observing, accruing knowledge and then defining, or producing truths about 
childhood, establishes children as separate to the authority that has the knowledge and 
power to articulate the definition and enforce it. The scrutiny to which adults subject 
children equates to the idea of surveillance that Foucault identifies as a primary 
technique of discipline. The examination of the emotional and physical lives of 
children and teenagers is equally as constant and minute in late twentieth century 
young adult fiction as it was in nineteenth century fiction. As mentioned already the 
three nineteenth century novels Elsie Dinsmore, The Wide, Wide World and Eric; or, 
Little by Little all use variations on the themes of observation and confession to study 
and analyse pre-adult characters. Visual observation and moral examination through 
confession are in fact both forms of surveillance. 
 
In Eric; or, Little by Little observation of the boys at school by their teachers is made 
possible by the use of panoptic architecture: ‘the arrangement of the dormitories was 
peculiar. They were a suite of rooms, exactly the same size, each opening into the 
other; six on each side of a lavatory, which occupied the space between them, so that, 
when all doors were, open, you could see from one end of the whole range to the 
other’ (p. 81). Confession, in Eric, is used as a method of moral and psychological 
surveillance with a strong emphasis on upholding traditional British notions of 
honour. Confession (discussed in detail in Chapter Four, The Ideal Child) to an adult 
authority figure or to God is proposed as a significant element of Eric’s moral and 
mental health. Confession is not only beneficial to the one confessing but it is a 
fundamental source of ‘truth’ about the individual (Foucault 1976, p.58). ‘Truth’ 
about child characters is shown in these novels to be produced through disciplinary 
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processes conducted by adult characters. Adult knowledge of children makes 
domination possible and it is apparent in the relationships that Elsie (Elsie Dinsmore) 
and Ellen (The Wide, Wide World) have with their adult guardians that these adults 
use discipline, including surveillance and confession, to uncover truths the girls 
cannot know about themselves. Confession was used to bring to light what was 
hidden from the subject and which could only be illuminated gradually ‘through the 
labour of a confession’ (Foucault 1976, p. 66). 
 
For Ellen and for Elsie, confession to a male adult figure is not about increasing self-
knowledge, rather it is about being brought into existence or actualised through the 
fantasies of adult men. John Humphreys and Horace Dinsmore demand self-revealing 
confessions from Ellen and Elsie. Through their interpretations of this information 
they reconstruct and redefine the girls, feeding back ‘stories’ to Ellen and Elsie about 
who and what they really are. There are distinct similarities between the novels. In 
both the adult men use terms of possession to refer to the girls: Mr Lindsey (Ellen’s 
uncle) is desperate to own Ellen, and insists that she ‘Forget that you were American, 
Ellen – you belong to me; your name is not Montgomery any more, - it is Lindsey; - 
and I will not have you call me ‘uncle’ – I am your father; - and you are my own little 
daughter’ (p. 510); her adopted brother John (who later becomes her husband) also 
demands ownership stating to Ellen that, ‘you belong to me’ (p. 407). Elsie 
Dinsmore’s father makes fewer claims on her but almost always refers to her in terms 
of possession as ‘my daughter’, ‘my little girl’, or more emphatically ‘she is mine, 
mine only, mine own precious one’ (p. 212, original emphasis). Mr Dinsmore jokes 
with his friend Mr Travilla about who should ‘own’ Elsie: ‘I think it is a pity she does 
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not belong to you, Travilla, instead of me, since you seem to appreciate her so much 
more highly’ (p. 67). 
 
In both novels the girls are objectified through possession, they are ‘managed’ or 
‘trained’ in the manner of pets or livestock, rather than ‘brought up’ or ‘parented’ by 
their male guardians. Both John Humphreys and Horace Dinsmore have a specific 
feminine ideal in sight, towards which they are training Ellen and Elsie. The bizarre 
psychosexual catechisms that occur between the girls and their guardians are a 
process through which the girls are defined. Obedience to an ideal is demanded of 
them and they more than willingly conform; in both cases they are being constructed 
as objects of desire. Representing Ellen and Elsie as objects possessed by adult men 
confirms their status as different and separate from these adults. 
 
The girls are analysed, explained and described to others through their male 
guardians, on whom they are dependent for their existence and for their very visibility 
to others. Elsie’s position in her grandfather’s house is almost one of servant until her 
father’s arrival, when she is redefined within her extended family and her status lifted. 
His control of her is absolute; all her relationships outside the family are made 
through him, and it is through him that she is introduced to her future husband. Ellen 
is likewise beholden to John Humphreys for making her visible and giving her an 
existence outside her role as servant to her aunt. The last chapter of The Wide, Wide 
World gives a brief glimpse of Ellen’s and John’s married life, when Ellen’s room in 
her new home is accessible only through John’s room. Jane Tompkins, who writes the 
novel’s afterword, sees this as symbolic of the protection that John offers Ellen; 
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however it can also be seen as representative of John’s control over Ellen and the fact 
that Ellen’s existence is only possible ‘through’ John. 
 
The constant discipline and punishment inflicted on the girls is an ever-present and 
titillating reminder of their difference. Ellen and Elsie do not become extensions of 
their guardians. Their separateness is reinforced over and over again as they are 
objectified through possession and subjected to disciplinary processes, for despite 
their seemingly perfect submissiveness, both girls appear in endless need of 
correction.  
 
Late twentieth century young adult novels perpetuate the concept of childhood and 
adulthood as opposing states of being. The processes by which this happens are less 
obvious and direct than the strict disciplinary relationships that create a sense of 
separateness in Victorian fiction. In fiction from the 1990s the difference between 
child and adult is generated less through the dialogue and actions of characters than 
through narratorial voice, both focalised and effaced. In the novel Killing Aurora 
(Barnes, 1999), the overwhelmingly dominant emotion is repulsion at the sight, 
thought or smell of the bodies of others; teenage characters are repelled by adult 
physicality, and adults by that of their adolescent progeny. The novel’s two main 
female adolescent characters, Web and Aurora, are revolted by their own bodies and 
by those of others, both male and female. The representation of the physical as 
repellent generates a strong sense of isolation for the two protagonists; in particular, 
the revulsion Aurora feels towards her mother and stepfather undermines any 
expectation readers may have that a bond that overcomes difference and separateness 
can exist between parents and children. 
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Web and Aurora succumb, though in different ways, to the impulse to eradicate the 
physical. Aurora does this through starving herself, trying to eliminate her ‘fat, ugly’ 
body (p. 106), when she ‘begins to consume herself, to disappear into herself, into 
nothing’ (p. 180). Equally intense is Aurora’s reaction to her mother and stepfather; 
referring to the couple, Aurora feels ‘loathing for a silly old bag slut who fetches and 
carries like a slave for the cock monster in the lounge room’ (p. 68). Her stepfather 
has ‘a bloated arachnid belly’ (p. 17) and her mother’s bottom ‘spreads like soft butter 
over the narrow kitchen stools’ (p. 18). While her mother is only thirty-eight, already 
Aurora sees her as an ‘old lady who doesn’t know how to dress and can’t put her 
lipstick on straight’ (p. 68). Web is equally obsessed with the gross and physical, 
towards herself in regards to menstruation, but largely her revulsion is directed 
towards the male body, specifically penises which she cannot even name: ‘his thing is 
rubbery with veins and strange lumps’ (p. 170), ‘his toad-skin thing’ (p. 171), ‘all she 
sees in her head is that man’s thing with veins all over it, like something you get at 
the butcher’s for $3.99 a kilo’ (p. 175). Web’s response to her sense of repulsion is a 
graffiti campaign and the lighting of two fires, both intended to destroy icons of 
masculinity and chauvinism, a ‘hotted up’ car and a building site. Such physical 
grotesqueness indicates the fear felt by Aurora and Web in relation to adult sexuality. 
Both girls are highly aware of the emotional and physical changes that they are 
undergoing, and attempt, Web through vandalism and Aurora through anorexia, to 
reject what they are becoming. This rejection of adulthood reinforces the idea of 
child-adult difference. 
 
The exception to Aurora’s repulsion for the physical is the schoolboy Zach with 
whom she hopes to have a sexual relationship. Aurora’s desire expresses itself as 
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hunger and she sees Zach as some type of sugary confection that she imagines 
consuming. Zach rejects Aurora’s advances with the comment: ‘Y’know, Aurora, I’m 
very fond of you, but, I just wasn’t made for romance. Do you understand?’ (p106). 
The implication in the text is that Zach is homosexual. The sense of alienation and 
horror that Aurora feels towards her body and towards those of her parents is based 
on her fear of adult sexuality. Abhorrence for Zach is negated however, because of his 
homosexuality and thus lack of threat, and because of his un-masculine body: he is 
sixteen but has ‘lovely curls and dimples, plump lips and a magnificent nose…He’s a 
great big fat first-world baby’ (p. 43).  
 
The oppressively grotesque atmosphere in Killing Aurora is unrelieved by any 
focalisation that perceives bodies or sex positively, or even by a neutral narratorial 
voice. The novel is focalised primarily through Web and Aurora but with brief 
switches to the perspective of other family members. It is difficult in many scenes for 
the reader to know if the text is focalised through the narrator or through Web or 
Aurora. This results in a consistent and monologic presentation of ideas in the text, 
normalizing the notion of child-adult separation and creating a sense of its 
inevitability. The shifts between narrator-focalised and character-focalised passages 
are not clearly indicated. In the following paragraph, which opens a chapter titled 
‘Alien Space Bugs’ there are no terms such as ‘felt’, ‘thought’ or ‘saw’ that would 
indicate the scene is perceived from Aurora’s point of view, yet the highly emotive 
language and the description of Aurora as ugly would suggest this is Aurora’s 
subjective vision of the station and herself in it: 
Aurora slinks behind a thick metal pole at Flinders Street Station. 
Commuters with faces the colour of pus turn to salt staring at the 
track while scrofulous pigeons crap on them and scary insubstantial 
men wreathed in the scent of vomit stumble and curse the Met 
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authorities. Flinders Street Station is an ugly place but Aurora is the 
ugliest thing in it, so she must hide herself behind this pole. (p. 32) 
 
Referring to the pole as ‘this’ pole suggests that the narrator is very close to Aurora, 
hovering over her shoulder perhaps and that they encounter the pole simultaneously. 
However, there is nothing that confirms this passage as Aurora’s perception, rather it 
is the narrator’s description of Aurora’s point of view. Likewise, the use of the 
present tense by an effaced narrator gives the scene an immediacy only available from 
one perspective, that of Aurora. This extreme closeness between narrator and 
character and the blurring of their perceptions results in the novel having only one 
narrative perspective. This destroys any sense of irony that may have been intended. 
On one level the novel is a protest against stereotyping and the unreal expectations set 
up by contemporary culture. The damage these factors can cause is shown through 
Web’s social disaffection and Aurora’s anorexia. However, the closeness of the 
narrator’s voice to those of Web and Aurora means that no alternative way of 
responding to these pressures is actually represented. The narrator’s classification of 
Aurora’s classmates against stereotypical adolescent norms is harsh, belittling and 
cruel. As mentioned earlier the narrator labels Aurora’s peers as ‘Goths’, ‘Christians’, 
‘girlie swats’, ‘jolly nice girls’ and the ‘vast middle-class’ (pp. 11-12). Each 
description is sarcastically critical: ‘the Christians chat over tea they have brought 
from home in tartan thermoses, congratulating themselves on being saved and eagerly 
awaiting their deaths’; the ‘jolly nice girls sit in another corner, knitting booties for 
their nieces and discussing various brands of intimate feminine deodorant. Everyone 
despises them’ (p. 12). Despite the fact that the novel exposes the damaging effect of 
classifying individuals through the experiences of Web and Aurora, the narrator 
repeats this act of domination in the categorising activity described. Instead of 
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condemning the use of normative definitions to construct adolescents, Killing Aurora 
in fact perpetuates this practice. Ultimately the novel’s expectation that adolescents 
will conform to behavioural norms specific to their age group, functions to develop 
and heighten the sense of alienation and isolation that is experienced by individuals 
who fail to meet these norms. 
 
The novel Secrets (Sue Welford, 1990) uses character-focalised narration and 
dialogue that homogenizes teenagers by observing their behaviour in relation to a 
norm that distinguishes them from adult society. Assumptions about adolescent sexual 
behaviour are implicit in passages such as the following where Jason’s feelings for his 
girlfriend Maria are described: ‘His feeling for Maria was different altogether. He 
wanted like crazy to make love with her, of course’ (p. 3). The ‘of course’ indicates to 
the reader the expectedness of Jason’s feelings. The story opens with Jason jumping 
out of bed to eat the bacon and eggs his mother has cooked, and the image is of a 
happy, vigorous young man with a healthy appetite. Jason is ‘normal’ and the 
assumption indicated by the ‘of course’ is that healthy, normal young men want to 
have sex, so much in fact that they ‘can’t think of anything else’ (p. 3). Sexuality for 
girls is however quite different, the paragraph continues: ‘At the beginning he’d 
known he’d have to go carefully or he’d lose her. No jumping in with both feet – or 
both hands. One of the guys in another class had got his face slapped for trying to feel 
her up’ (p. 3). Two pages later Jason comments on his sister’s habit of taking her toy 
rabbit to bed: ‘Jason was glad she was like that. He knew girls of her age who’d rather 
take a boy to bed than a toy rabbit’ (p. 6). Jason’s sister Leigh is only one or two 
years younger than Maria. The behavioural norms against which Jason, Leigh and 
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Maria are being measured are clear: normal boys are preoccupied with sexual desire 
whereas normal girls are reluctant and require careful coaxing. 
 
The text makes normative assumptions about male and female adolescent sexuality, 
which, of themselves, establish difference by distinguishing these two groups from 
the rest of society, and in particular making a distinction between adult sexual 
behaviour and adolescent sexual behaviour. Jason is described as thankful that ‘all 
that fumbled lovemaking in the park and the hasty encounters on the sofa before his 
mother came home would soon be over. Once he had the car they could go where they 
wanted’ (p. 3). Car ownership, a significant step towards adult responsibility and 
freedom, also signals a change to adolescent sexual behaviour. A short time later, 
when Jason and Maria are away from their families on a college trip, they manage to 
spend an evening alone together in the hotel: ‘He supposed that’s what it must be like 
to be married. Lying close to someone all night’ (p. 14), again signalling the 
difference between adolescent and adult sexual practices. Unlike the Victorian fiction, 
Secrets does not overtly insist on the separateness of child and adult by modelling 
disciplinary or possessive relationships. The distance between young and old is still 
apparent, but now it is revealed more obliquely in normative assumptions made by 
focalising characters and through narrator-focalised writing. 
 
Time in Childhood and Adulthood 
Imposing oppositional definitions of children and adults is one way in which fiction 
of the Victorian and modern eras express and emphasise the separation of childhood 
and adulthood. Another expression of difference is the variation in the impact 
temporality has on young and old and how the past, present and future have varying 
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significance for child and adult. Concepts of childhood and youth are intricately 
bound up with ideas about time. Time and childhood can be metaphoric; childhood 
represents the past and the future, and conversely the future belongs to those who are 
currently children. On a personal level the past belongs to our child selves and on a 
societal level to what are sometimes seen as more primitive, childlike cultures, while 
the present belongs to adults. James and Prout state that the ‘‘present’ of childhood is 
systematically down-played in favour of theoretical frames of reference which place 
the importance of childhood in either the past or the future’ (1997a, p. 234). 
Paradoxically, the passage of time is vital to concepts of childhood and adolescence; 
their value lies in their ephemerality, yet at the same time ‘it is precisely their freedom 
from the relentless passage of time that characterises the adult world that guarantees 
children their sanctity in childhood’ (James & Prout 1997a, p. 242). 
 
Adolescence is frequently depicted in young adult fiction as a life stage focused on 
becoming rather than being; the emphasis for adolescents is preparing for adulthood 
and learning about society. The bildungsroman structure of many young adult novels 
reflects this focus. These novels chart the progress of the protagonist towards 
maturity; the events narrated may be in the present but the structure is nevertheless 
orientated to the future, as narrated events derive significance from their facilitation 
of a character’s rite of passage. The bildungsroman format was used just as frequently 
in the Victorian period as in recent fiction. However, the Evangelical Movement, with 
its emphasis on the individual’s readiness to face God no matter what his or her age, 
means that the nineteenth century fiction focuses more than late twentieth century 
fiction does on the immediate or current state of the adolescent’s moral and emotional 
development, rather than their potential. Nineteenth century characters such as Ellen 
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Montgomery (The Wide, Wide World), Elsie Dinsmore (Elsie Dinsmore), or Katy 
Carr (What Katy Did) never stray so far, or for such long periods, from the path to 
maturity as twentieth century characters such as Tar and Emma in Junk, or Aurora in 
Killing Aurora. The widespread acceptance of Freud’s psychoanalytic theories with 
their emphasis on childhood experience as a predictor of future development also 
impacted on the development of the bildungsroman novel. The Victorian child 
character does not blame his or her parents for their shortcomings: Eric Williams fails 
morally despite his loving and caring parents; Little Meg triumphs even though she is 
parentless and living in a sordid and corrupt environment. In recent fiction parenting 
is represented as having a direct and overt impact: Tony (Dear Miffy), Larceny (Care 
Factor Zero) and Tar (Junk) are all represented as becoming delinquents because of 
poor parenting; Leigh’s (Secrets) and Aurora’s (Killing Aurora) anorexia is quite 
clearly linked to the influence of their parents. 
 
The passage of time is crucial to the processes of change and ‘becoming’ that are 
central themes of the bildungsroman. However, the particular ‘time zone’ in which 
significant events occur is often different to that in which parents and the rest of 
society exist. This phenomenon is more apparent in recent fiction but does occur in 
the nineteenth century material as well. Van Gennep identified a three fold structure 
in rites of passage: ‘rites of separation during which passagees are stripped of their 
previous roles; rites of liminality during which they occupy an ambiguous zone out of 
social time and space; and rites of re-aggregation during which they are conferred 
with new identities and roles’ (James & Prout 1997a, p. 247). The second of these, the 
‘rite of liminality’, is frequently the basis for twentieth century young adult stories. 
Many novels set events in a time and space that separates adolescent characters from 
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their families and familiar environments. These settings may be parallel worlds such 
as those in the trilogy His Dark Materials, isolated communities such as in The 
Obernewtyn Chronicles, or the remote bush setting of the Tomorrow, When the War 
Began series. However, the settings for events are not always so physically distinct, 
since adolescents may occupy marginal spaces within adult worlds, such as the squat 
in Junk, or simply be psychologically isolated such as Jed in Shoovy Jed. This type of 
isolation of the adolescent is less apparent in Victorian fiction, where relationships 
between adolescent or child characters and an adult are central to the story; these 
relational ties keep the young person more firmly rooted in the ordinary domestic and 
social space. 
 
The temporal location of events in novels concerned with rites of liminality is often as 
isolated from mainstream, conventional time, as are the physical locations of these 
narratives. Events may take place in time that is delineated and specific, ‘one 
summer’ or a specific year at school, such as in The Year of Freaking Out (Sarah 
Walker, 1997); the intense emotion generated by a relationship may so disorientate an 
individual that they become dissociated from ordinary time and place and feel 
themselves in another world, a narrative strategy used frequently in 1990s novels such 
as Dear Miffy, Touching Earth Lightly, or Closed Stranger. Another strategy by 
which liminal time-spaces are constructed is when a character is forced out of the 
normal progression of time by illness or injury. This is the only form of temporal 
dislocation that is commonly used in Victorian fiction and occurs in novels such as 
The Daisy Chain, or Aspirations, What Katy Did and in the second of the Elsie 
Dinsmore novels, Elsie’s Holidays at Roselands, in all of which young women are 
confined to bed for extended periods during which they undergo seminal experiences. 
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Modern novels deal less frequently with purely physical injury; Peeling the Onion 
(Wendy Orr, 1996) is one such novel. More often physical ailments are combined 
with psychological problems such as in Secrets and Killing Aurora; or the illness is 
purely psychological such as in Shoovy Jed, where Jed’s depression causes time to 
warp and be meaningful only in relation to his intended suicide date. 
 
The difference between social or adult time and space, and that occupied by the 
adolescent or child is not the only way in which the temporal realm serves to inflict 
separateness on the young. As discussed earlier, the imposition of norms of behaviour 
allows adults to define, discipline and acquire knowledge about the young, all actions 
that reinforce separateness. Behavioural norms in regard to the young are, in part, 
founded on developmental psychology and the premise that childhood and 
adolescence are stages through which an individual progresses towards a 
developmental pinnacle: adulthood. Foucault discusses (1977, pp. 177-184) how the 
use of the norm or normalizing judgement appears in modern Western society through 
the application of discipline. Normalization of a social group works to individualize 
members of the group by allowing effective measurement of the gaps between 
individuals, yet at the same time the use of norms homogenizes by its impetus 
towards a common standard. In this way normalization within childhood further 
suggests that children are a homogenous group and are more similar to each other 
than they are to adults. Norms of childhood development, which tie chronological age 
to emotional and physical signs, function to define and confine the young to a 
hierarchical system with adulthood as the apex. 
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The concept of hierarchical stages of development, as put forward by Piaget, 
unavoidably reinforces difference and a qualitative differential: ‘‘[d]evelopment’ is 
always said to an inferior by way of a superior, ‘I am your future’, says the superior: 
‘You have no other’’ (Morss 1996, p. 150). John Morss objects to the idea that 
‘thought’ develops as an evolutionary process that assumes the way children think is 
an ‘imperfect approximation of an ideal adult standard’ and that the mental ability of 
adults allows them to access an objective truth about the world that is simply 
impossible for children (Nodelman & Reimer 2003, p. 93). 
 
This objection to the Piagetian concept of continuous development towards some 
finite and definitive end has distinct parallels to Foucault’s antipathy to the ideas of 
continuity and progression being applied to the history of ideas (1972). Morss rejects 
the ideas of continuity and progression being applied to the creation of the 
individual’s subjectivity, for reasons similar to Foucault’s objections to their 
application to the history of ideas. That each individual develops according to some 
preordained pattern, towards an objective truth corresponds to the idea that the history 
of knowledge is based on a universal or higher form of reason, and that each step of 
history is a progressive move forward towards uncovering an ultimate truth. Foucault 
disputed the idea that each scientific theory replaced an inferior one, in a continuous 
movement, the corollary of which is that the more recent the theory the better it is. 
Applied to individual subjectivity this equates to the idea that the older person is 
superior to the younger and that the adult self replaces the child self. This is similar to 
the discontinuous view of the transition from child to adult expressed by Rod 
McGillis discussed at the start of this chapter. Foucault rejected the idea of progress 
towards ultimate truth, replacing it with the notion that theories were simply different, 
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rather than superior or inferior. In terms of individual maturation this would mean that 
the child’s mental ability is not inferior to that of an adult, but simply different. The 
abilities and qualities of children are appropriate for what they are required to do and 
for the environment in which they operate; the attributes of adults are different but not 
necessarily better.  
 
Adapting Foucault’s ideas regarding the history of knowledge and applying them as a 
framework through which to look at the maturation of the subject discounts a 
developmental hierarchy with children at the bottom and adults at the top, but it does 
not eradicate the difference or separation between children and adults. In fact the 
discontinuity that characterises Foucault’s history of ideas supports a view of children 
and adults divided by a cultural and historical gap. Whether or not Morss’s objections 
to Piagetian development are accepted, and a Foucaultian model adopted, neither 
offers an inclusive theory of development that focuses on similarities between child 
and adult reasoning rather than difference.  
 
Complex metaphysical relationships between temporality and ideas of childhood 
reinforce ideas of otherness by placing childhood ‘in some timeless zone standing as 
it were to the side of mainstream (that is adult) history and culture. Childhood appears 
to be, so to speak, lost in time: its present is continuously banished to the past, the 
future of out of time altogether’ (James & Prout 1997a, p. 234). The mythological 
‘golden age’ of childhood may have lost currency as an overt theme of recent 
children’s or young adult literature, with its frequent focus on problems of childhood 
and adolescence; nevertheless many novels assume that readers share to some extent 
in the belief that a happy, innocent, idealised childhood can and should be the right of 
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all children. Novels such as Junk, Care Factor Zero and Dear Miffy heighten the 
sense of tragedy surrounding characters’ lives by alluding to what their lives should 
have been like. Such an allusion can only work if the implied reader has some sense 
that childhood should be happy, innocent and free from adult corruption. 
 
Conceptions of childhood and adolescence are loaded with symbolism relating to the 
future. The role children play as redeemers in twentieth century science fiction is 
intrinsically linked to the image of the young as ‘‘the guardians of the future’ on 
whose shoulders time itself sits’ (James & Prout 1997a, p. 239). Children are also 
representative of the past, both the personal past and that of society as a whole. The 
young are also used to evoke a return to the pastoral or pre-industrial in both 
Victorian redemption novels and in twentieth century post-apocalyptic fiction.  
 
Changing Sides - Growing up 
Traditionally, young adult fiction looks at those events that induct the young into 
adulthood. Adolescence is the transitional period between the states of childhood and 
adulthood; theoretically one enters adolescence as a child and leaves as an adult. 
Adolescence is a buffer zone, the airlock that keeps the two states separate; it is the 
period in which the transformative events must occur that change the individual from 
child to adult. However, many young adult novels show only a partial or incomplete 
transition from child to adult and end with the young protagonists in an ambiguous 
state, neither children nor adults. 
 
Many young adult novels focus on the significant events that occur in adolescence 
and represent these as facilitating a metamorphosis from child to adult. For the 
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bildungsroman or rite of passage narrative to have any power and hold the reader’s 
interest the events that occur to transform the protagonist from child to adult must be 
written as significant and indicative of important changes in that individual’s life. It 
therefore follows that for an exciting and gripping narrative, the text must perpetuate 
the idea that childhood and adulthood are isolated states of being, and that the 
crossing from one state to another is traumatic and difficult (or at least eventful and 
exciting), heightening the dramatic potential of the transition from childhood to 
adulthood. The continued publication of texts specifically directed at the children’s 
and young adult market relies, to some extent, on the perpetuation of the concept of 
difference between children and adults so as to maintain the necessity of a separate 
genre of fiction. Indeed, Cunningham argues that the creation of a specific genre of 
literature for children is ‘perhaps the most striking evidence’ marking off ‘childhood 
as a separate and special world’ in the late 1700s (1995, p 69). 
 
John Stahl, as quoted on page 214 of this thesis, provides another possible reason why 
many young adult texts depict ambiguous or partial transitions from adolescent to 
adult, positing maintenance of adult power as a factor in the definition of children in 
opposition to adults. The closer the child gets to adulthood the more opportunity there 
is for subversion of this power and therefore the greater the need for control and for 
an enforcement of separateness. The dynamic of the bildungsroman with its 
movement towards maturity may arouse adult fears of subversion, resulting in texts 
that paradoxically represent child characters taking on adult responsibilities and 
behaviours whilst simultaneously undermining the significance of these.  
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Beverley Pennell (2003) suggests that the boundaries between children and adults are 
being dismantled, particularly in progressive texts that focus on liberatory relations 
between child and adult, and that the ‘frontier posts’ (Cunningham 1995, p. 164) put 
in place to keep children from leaving the ‘garden of delight’ too early or too easily, 
are being removed (Cunningham 1995, p. 164). James and Prout also argue that ‘the 
boundaries between childhood, adolescence and adulthood [are] unclear and 
fragmented’ (1997a, p. 236). It may be true that the boundary markers, or events that 
traditionally signalled an end to childhood, no longer exist in the real world and 
certain types of fiction may celebrate the demise of such markers. However, lack of 
definitive rituals may only make the transition from childhood to adulthood more 
difficult and this transition is still frequently problematized in much young adult 
fiction. 
 
In 1962 Ariès suggested that boundary markers such as marriage no longer indicated 
a change of status from adolescent to adult, and indeed had been empty of this 
significance since the First World War. Ariès also pointed out that rather than this 
meaning an easier entry into adulthood, that is, one with no ‘frontier posts’ to 
negotiate, it simply meant the perpetuation of adolescence through a wider 
chronological range: 
The awareness of youth began by being a feeling common to ex-
servicemen (of the First World War),…From that point, 
adolescence expanded: it encroached upon childhood in one 
direction, maturity in the other. Henceforth marriage, which had 
ceased to be a ‘settling down’, would not put an end to it: the 
married adolescent was to become one of the most prominent types 
of our time, dictating its values, its appetites and its customs. Thus 
our society has passed from a period which was ignorant of 
adolescence to a period in which adolescence is the favourite age. 
We now want to come to it early and linger in it as long as possible. 
(1962, p. 28) 
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It may be unrealistic or disingenuous to expect rites of passage fiction to offer a 
closure that confirms an adolescent’s passing into adulthood. Yet there is very little 
indication in some 1990s fiction that life-changing events such as death of friends, 
sexual awakening, or war actually have any significance in the maturation of the 
individual, let alone indicate the end of adolescence. Nor do these events signal a 
change in the relationship between child and adult. Andrew Calcutt, like Ariès, might 
argue that adolescents are not commonly represented as reaching adulthood, not 
because childhood has achieved equal status with adulthood and there is no longer a 
need to represent a transition, but because adulthood is such an unenviable state that 
purveyors of popular culture choose not to accept the challenge of trying to market or 
promote it. In other words the dismantling of the boundary between child and adult 
would not signal the end of childhood, but instead the disappearance of adulthood. 
 
The Victorians were also very concerned with the issue of when childhood stopped 
and adulthood began, identifying the rituals of ‘coming of age’ for males, and for 
females ‘coming out’ as the events that indicated that an individual had crossed the 
threshold into adulthood. ‘Coming out’ meant a girl was ready for courtship and 
marriage; ‘coming of age’ meant a boy could take possession of any inherited 
property and guardianship would end. The central idea behind these events was the 
‘metamorphosis from dependency to autonomy’ (Bossche 1999, p. 83). Bossche goes 
on to say that these and other milestones such as leaving school, choice of vocation, 
marriage and setting up a household did not cause a transition to adulthood but were 
an implicit set of conditions required for achieving adulthood. True maturation 
culminated in the ‘achievement of a fully realized and autonomous self’ (Bossche 
1999, p. 83). Contemporary ideas of adulthood incorporate similar ideas. John 
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Stephens sees Western societies as encouraging children to ‘grow up as reasonable, 
creative, autonomous and achieving human beings’ (1992, p.120). To ‘act 
independently…to develop as self-confident individuals with the inner strength to 
find their own place in the world’ is a definition based on similar humanist principles 
(Harris 1999, p. 41). Achieving this state of autonomy and self-realization is 
frequently characterized as involving conflict and transgression of societal norms; the 
assertion of agency is essential to the formulation of identity and assertion of agency 
will usually involve transgression of socially constructed boundaries (Wilson 2001, p. 
25). 
 
Margo Lanagan’s novel Touching Earth Lightly (1996), focalised through the 
perspective of eighteen-year-old Chloe, deals explicitly with issues of attaining 
adulthood as identified in the definitions of adulthood outlined above. However, as 
Stephens has pointed out ‘[a] text may overtly advocate one ideology while implicitly 
inscribing one or more other ideologies’ (1992, p. 43) and while the novel discusses 
what adulthood means and how it is achieved, it does not represent either of the main 
characters, Chloe or her best friend Janey, reaching this state. 
 
The text establishes the separate spheres of children and adults, using Chloe’s 
perspective to view adults as a different class of being. Chloe’s parents, Joy and 
Dane, and their friends are introduced on the third page of the novel through a series 
of embarrassingly self-conscious jokes they make about their age and decrepitude. 
Aunty Jube refers to herself and the other adults as ‘the growed-ups’ and leaves the 
house with the parting sally of ‘Toodle-oo, young things. Don’t do anything we 
wouldn’t do. Gives you plenty of leeway’ (p.10). Chloe, understandably, finds this 
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slightly grotesque and unappealing; referring to her parents and their friends as 
‘Dreadful old people, with their age jokes’ (p. 10, original emphasis), clearly 
indicating her awareness of the age difference between herself and them. 
 
Language is depicted as age-specific and is used to indicate chronological age and 
also status as child or adult. Joy conspicuously fails to correctly use language from 
the vernacular of pop culture:  
‘He’s sick, that dude,’ said Joy. 
‘Sick is good, Mum. And nobody says dude any more’. (p. 17) 
 
Joy’s misuse of the words ‘sick’ and ‘dude’, and Chloe’s correction, neatly delineates 
the gap between child and adult. Again, when Chloe and Janey are discussing Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover, reaction to the use of the word ‘fuck’ is divided along the lines of 
childhood and adulthood. Janey admires Lawrence’s courage in using the word and 
does not find it shocking. Chloe asserts that many people still are shocked, except for 
people like her parents who use the word ‘to sound cool’ (p. 23). Although there are 
many further references that present Joy and Dane in a positive light, these moments 
do not diminish the distance between them and Chloe. Rather these instances 
highlight their ability as parents, but also reinforce the concept of parenting as a 
specific role Joy and Dane play, and draw further attention to the difference between 
child and adult. 
 
Chloe’s life is quite clearly shown to be in a period of transition, typical of 
representations of adolescence. Chloe is taking a year off between school and 
university and makes repeated reference to her ambivalence about the future, 
acknowledging that the Bachelor of Arts she plans to do at university will take her 
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nowhere, but will merely fill in time till life starts (p. 27). Chloe’s brother Nick and 
his friend Isaac are described as ‘stepping forward and claiming their adulthood’ (p. 
40), and this is contrasted with Chloe who feels that ‘life was going past her while she 
stood still, watched and wondered and looked for a good place to jump on’ (p. 40). 
Chloe’s lack of engagement with the world around her is childish and a privilege only 
possible because of her middle-class family. She does not ask her parents if they mind 
her taking a year off, rather she tells them she is going to. Instead of being an act of 
independence or assertion of agency, this declaration exposes her lack of 
understanding of the material and economic realities of life and marks her as spoilt 
and dependent. Chloe is on the dole and appears to have very little responsibility apart 
from her sense of loyalty to Janey, and a part time job as an extra in the opera, for 
which she was hired because of her docility and which she enjoys because it is so 
undemanding (p. 27). 
 
At this stage of the novel Chloe has clearly not metamorphosed from dependent to 
autonomous self and is therefore not adult according to either Bossche’s or Harris’s 
definitions. Chloe’s life is represented as occupying the liminal zone out of social 
time and space that Van Gennep describes as being integral to rites of passage. Her 
relationship with Janey takes place, to a large extent, in this liminal zone. Chloe and 
Janey’s special place is the car junkyard, a marginal space, hidden and isolated from 
adult help, a dangerous place and the place in which Janey’s death occurs. In one 
sense Chloe is only in this space because she is sharing Janey’s exclusion from 
mainstream society but it also represents Chloe’s own state of limbo between 
childhood and adulthood. The text quite clearly establishes Chloe as in a transitional 
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phase, no longer child but not yet adult, grappling with issues of identity related to her 
separation from Janey, through whom she has lived vicariously. 
 
Van Gennep identifies the third part of the rite of passage as ‘rites of re-aggregation’ 
in which the individual has a new identity and role conferred on them. Janey’s death 
brings the loss of Chloe’s main role in life, which is as Janey’s friend and pseudo 
mother. The text indicates through various means that Chloe has left childhood 
behind and that profound changes have occurred in her life. While still at the scene of 
the death Chloe realises that ‘life from now on will be this struggle up and across and 
down, planting each foot where the preceding people placed theirs, bending and 
balancing and climbing, admitting the existence of gravity’ (p. 109). Chloe has 
previously referred ironically to the title of Wordsworth’s ‘Ode to Intimations of 
Immortality’, using the phrase ‘intimations of mortality’. Chloe’s admittance of the 
‘existence of gravity’ and the sense of routine, hard work and conformity in this 
quotation can be read as a parallel to Wordsworth’s lines from the ‘Ode’: 
Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke 
The years to bring the inevitable yoke, 
Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife? 
Full soon thy soul shall have her earthly freight,  
And custom lie upon thee with a weight, 
Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life! (lines 124-129, 1889) 
 
Chloe refers to her life before Janey’s death as a ‘Narnia’ (p. 142) that she can never 
recover: a further inter-textual reference that confirms the evocation of a childhood 
irrevocably over. Aligning childhood with a mythical country only accessible to 
children reinforces the representation of it as state of being, utterly different to 
adulthood. 
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Despite these clear signals that Chloe has left her childhood behind there is no other 
evidence of this, or evidence that she has left the zone of liminality and re-entered 
normal social time and space. This is most apparent in her attitude to work. The 
commitment to her job, that was so strong it prevented her from helping Janey the day 
she was raped by her brother, evaporates after Janey’s death, when Chloe simply 
stops going. Joanna Harris, in her discussion of gender ideologies in Touching Earth 
Lightly, points out that Chloe’s role as the Ice Princess confers adult status and brings 
her closer to the ‘desirable adult world’ (1999, p. 43), yet after Janey’s death Chloe 
experiences guilt for having chosen work over helping her friend and ‘what had 
seemed like an adult choice had been the wrong one’ (Harris 1999, p. 43). What could 
have functioned for Chloe as an experience of adult responsibility is inverted by the 
narrative and, in fact, reinforces Chloe’s lack of adult judgement. 
 
Immediately after Janey’s death Chloe is consumed by grief. All her thoughts and 
actions in this period relate to Janey, and during this time she begins a project of 
collecting and recording objects and images from Janey’s life. Chloe has to some 
extent lived vicariously through Janey, ‘feeding off her colour, emotion and 
creativity’ to enliven her own rather dull existence (McCormack 2002, p. 30). This 
objectification and categorisation of Janey allows Chloe to separate herself from her; 
the text appears to give Chloe the chance to create her own identity but this 
suggestion is not fulfilled. Occupied by this project Chloe finds herself ‘serious like a 
worker, organised like an executive’ (p. 204), but she is actually neither, she is still 
the dependent child, spending her dole money on a hobby, that only someone not 
connected to the responsibilities of real life would have the freedom to pursue. What 
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at first appears to be a new, adult identity for Chloe, that is ‘worker’, is again 
undermined by the text and she remains in an ambiguous state. 
 
Chloe focuses on Janey’s death to the exclusion of all else but does not see any 
implications beyond her own grief. There are two aspects of Janey’s death that could 
have brought Chloe out of her disconnected state and forced her to relate to the adult 
world but Chloe ignores both of them. It is Joy who inquires about Janey’s funeral. 
Chloe is appalled that there hasn’t and isn’t going to be one; she states that ‘we 
should have a big, public funeral’ (p. 138) but does nothing about it. Chloe does 
nothing with the knowledge that Janey has been sexually abused by her father and 
brother for years, nor does Chloe consider reporting the brother to the police for his 
rape of Janey the day before she dies. Chloe may declare she has left her childhood 
behind her but at the novel’s end she is still drifting in a liminal zone, unconnected to 
adult responsibilities, dependent on state and parents for her upkeep, self-indulgently 
solipsistic rather than autonomous. 
 
Janey, while she does achieve some of the markers that signal adulthood, is fated 
never to fully realise this state. Janey is sexually experienced, sets up her own 
household and lives independently of her family, and she bears a child. But, like Tony 
in Dear Miffy, Janey’s life is spiralling out of control. With hindsight Chloe can see 
‘police’, ‘morgue’ and ‘injury’ as words that could be used in relation to Janey, they 
were ‘flapping like vultures over Janey all along, from way back in the schoolyard, 
and in a tall column spiralling up the thermals of evil grotty heat from Janey’s house’ 
(p. 113). Like Tony’s (Dear Miffy), Janey’s world is one of ‘nemesis, of unbreakable 
chains of consequence…in which the first false step leads irresistibly to the last’ 
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(Marcus 1976, p. 19). Janey knows this, as do the adults in the story, and it is only 
Chloe, lost in childish innocence and ignorance, who fails to see where Janey’s life is 
heading. Janey feels she doesn’t deserve comfort or a place of her own (p. 21), she 
knows that she will not have a man to love, a baby to keep, or work that she loves (p. 
24), and she knows her life disgusts people (p. 82). Like a modern day Judy from 
Seven Little Australians, Janey must be killed off because there is no possibility of a 
positive adult future for a girl from such a ‘botched’ family (p. 139). The practice of 
sexual abuse in the Knott family will stop with Janey and the only sure way to 
achieve that is through her death. Such a deterministic view of Janey’s life and death 
that links her fate indissolubly to her class and life circumstances relieves Chloe and 
her family from any responsibility for Janey’s death. Chloe and her parents, Joy and 
Dane, discuss their culpability for Janey’s death, Joy and Chloe feel they are to blame 
but Dane argues that Janey’s death was bad luck. This complex and unresolved view 
of the situation is presented as ‘realistic’ and adult in the text. But again, Chloe’s 
chance to be adult is undermined by ‘the manner in which the narrative embeds 
within the text the ideology that Janey’s death was fated’ (Harris 1999, p. 44).  
 
It is not only her class that determines Janey’s fate but also her sexuality. Assertion of 
agency and therefore adulthood is quite clearly impossible for Janey, so subject is she 
to the fluctuations of her menstrual cycle. Like a werewolf she is ‘ruled by the phases 
of the moon’ (Bradford 1999, p. 114), and transformed by her hormones into some 
kind of sexual predator driven to seek out sexual gratification with ‘rat boys’ (p. 124). 
Janey’s behaviour is not a celebration of assertive female sexuality, but rather 
provides a further reason for her death. McCormack (2002, p. 29) draws attention to 
Zipes’ reading of the fairytale, Little Red Riding Hood:  
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…the moral tells us that young girls…must exercise control over 
their sexual and natural drives or else they will be devoured by their 
own sexuality in the form of a dangerous wolf. (Zipes 1991, 24) 
 
Janey transforms from predator to prey; her sexual greed ‘causes’ the abuse Janey is 
subjected to by her father and brother, and ultimately she is punished by death. The 
‘association of class difference with sexual pathologies’ (Bradford 1999, p. 115) that 
is behind Janey’s predetermined end is very reminiscent of the Victorian concerns, 
discussed in Chapter Three (The Child as Saviour), which likened the sexuality of the 
poor to ‘disease or contagion’ (Adams 1999, p. 132), and like a carrier of infection or 
a Gothic curse, Janey goes willingly to her death to end the Knott family bloodline. 
 
Achieving adulthood, was however, not any easier for Victorian fictional characters. 
The Wide, Wide World (1850) and The Daisy Chain (1868) were written by women, 
primarily for a young adult audience, and both have young female protagonists. Both 
heroines, Ellen Montgomery (The Wide, Wide World) and Ethel May (Daisy Chain) 
are shown negotiating the milestones required by a Victorian society to enter 
adulthood, as indicated by Bossche. Despite the enormous efforts both characters 
make, neither is permitted to leave childhood, and their status as adult women is never 
fully realised. At the close of these novels both Ellen and Ethel are trapped in a limbo 
of unfulfilled, thwarted sexual development, pulled backwards by the needs of others, 
and by their own successful efforts at self effacement and self sacrifice. Both remain 
caught in distorted familial relationships: Ethel sacrifices herself to a life of celibate 
service as her father’s companion, replacement wife for her own dead mother, while 
Ellen remains in a bizarre, incestuous role of perpetual little sister and child bride to 
her adopted big brother John. 
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Ethel and Ellen are subjected to processes and events that prepare them for, and move 
them towards adulthood. Both are brought to conformity by their desire to please their 
prospective partners and both have idealised female role models. They are both 
products of the creative and manipulative talents of others. Ethel and Ellen submit 
themselves to the superior knowledge and skills of their elders and betters in ritual 
preparation for marriage. This includes gender-specific socialising and sexualising 
experiences. But this movement towards maturity is interrupted and perhaps 
permanently stifled by opposing forces that tie both teenagers into roles that are only 
superficially adult. As a pseudo-adult neither girl is permitted to fully relinquish her 
childhood, and, as has already been discussed, Ellen Montgomery never achieves 
psychological independence but continues to be actualised through her 
brother/husband John. 
 
The mastery of domestic tasks is an accomplishment both girls must attain to be 
considered eligible for entrance into the adult female world, as nineteenth century 
womanliness demanded domesticity. Neither Ethel nor Ellen has the slightest 
inclination or natural ability in this area. Unlike their role models, Ethel’s sister 
Margaret and sister-in-law Meta, and Ellen’s adopted sister Alice, neither is a born 
angel, but like Katy Carr (What Katy Did) they may yet have ‘Angelhood thrust upon 
them’ (1991, p. 4). 
 
Ethel May is forced to take on the role of domestic supervisor as the more senior 
female members of her family are removed through death and marriage. Similar to 
Katy Carr’s forced acceptance of domesticity, it is only with the firmest repression of 
her own inclinations that Ethel can take on the housewifely duties. Her mother’s last 
 250
letter describes Ethel as having a ‘harum, scarum nature, quick temper, uncouth 
manners, and heedlessness of all but one absorbing object’ (p. 62, vol. 1). The 
socially sanctioned sphere of function for women in the nineteenth century is the 
home and it is notable that Ethel, contrary to this ideal, effects material changes in the 
wider, political (masculine) world in the construction of the school and church at 
Cocksmoor. The effectiveness of domestic instruction was contingent upon the 
obedience of the individual who took instruction: ‘yet the goal of overweening 
obedience forbids the implication that children may in any way positively affect their 
environment’ (Nelson 1991, p. 8). This is, however, untrue in regards to Ethel, 
because it is the characteristics that her mother criticises that enable her to operate 
outside the home in such a profound way. Nelson comments on this paradox in 
Yonge’s novels, noting that her work is ‘antifeminist’ yet ‘teems with strong-minded 
and interesting women’ (1999, p. 76).  
 
The narrative of the Daisy Chain focuses heavily on Ethel’s efforts to become more 
feminine through the acquisition of domestic skills and through suppressing the 
qualities represented as opposing this, including intellectual prowess, untidiness and 
disregard for personal appearance. Ethel’s governess fears that her inappropriate and 
unfeminine behaviour will cause her to ‘grow up odd, eccentric, and blue’ (p. 222, 
vol. 1); a characterisation, which implicitly includes the concern that Ethel will never 
marry. There are frequent references to the danger Ethel is exposed to if her 
development is not ‘managed’ correctly. Her older sister Margaret voices her concern 
for Ethel, particularly now that their mother is dead, hoping that Ethel’s peculiarities 
will not ‘...grow out into eccentricities and unfeminineness, what a grievous pity it 
would be’ (p. 76, vol. 1). Ethel’s initial assistance and motivation in improving her 
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personal grooming come, unexpectedly, from her rather effeminate older brother 
Richard. He also trains her in such essentials as tea pouring. Ethel submits readily to 
Richard’s expertise; his gratification is her pleasure.  
 
Despite all this training Ethel’s hard-won accomplishments ultimately do not fit her 
for marriage, instead they will be offered to her father in fulfilment of her vow to 
remain unmarried and committed to being his helpmate. The narrative of Touching 
Earth Lightly provides readers with intimations that Chloe is entering adulthood and 
then undermines these moments, leaving Chloe stranded in an ambiguous state, 
neither child nor adult. A similar phenomenon occurs in The Daisy Chain, when it 
appears that Ethel will form a romantic attachment outside her home, only for this 
opportunity to be rendered impossible later in the narrative because of the need for 
Ethel to return home and nurse her invalid sister. Marriage and setting up a household 
are two of the conditions outlined by Bossche as required for achieving adulthood for 
females in the Victorian period. These options are depicted in the text as tantalisingly 
close to occurring in Ethel’s life, yet this expectation is not fulfilled and Ethel is 
thrust back into the ambiguous relationship with her father. 
 
After the death of his wife (which he has inadvertently caused) Dr May turns more 
and more frequently to Ethel for comfort, support and companionship. Ethel is shown 
as developing an obsessive adoration for her father, and makes frequent statements 
that assert her commitment to his happiness and her own willingness to sacrifice any 
thought of romance. On the announcement of her sister Flora’s engagement Ethel 
vows never to leave her father: ‘nothing but the will of heaven should part them...no 
earthly object should be placed between her and her father’ (p. 70, vol. 2). ‘Earthly 
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objects’ includes husbands and Ethel resolves, ‘her father should never feel this pain 
on her account’ (p. 70, vol. 2). Likewise when her sister Margaret falls in love, Ethel 
declares that she will never take a lover, exclaiming, ‘I am very ugly, and very 
awkward, but I don’t care. There never can be anybody in all the world that I shall 
like half as well as papa’ (p. 389, vol. 1). 
 
Consumed by the intensity of her obsession with her father, Ethel is depicted as 
childishly unaware of what she is giving up to remain with him. The omniscient 
narrator characterises Ethel’s resolutions as ‘hasty’ and ‘venturesome’, classifying 
them within the group of inherent traits that Ethel is being urged to suppress and 
control to enable her domestication and feminisation. The resolutions begin to look 
childishly rash and impassioned when they are threatened by Ethel’s first encounter 
with adolescent romance in the person of Norman Ogilvie. Interestingly, Ethel is 
chaperoned by her married sister Flora, who is notable among the eleven May 
children as being the only one who fully breaks away from her family, entering the 
political and social world and establishing her own family. True to Rousseauian 
doctrine however, Flora is punished by her pursuit of worldly sophistication, finding 
only corruption and despair where she expected power and independence. Flora’s 
increase in worldly power is commensurate with the decline of her spiritual health. 
 
Norman Ogilvie is the friend of Ethel’s brother Norman and a sense of great 
anticipation is created for the reader through Ethel and Flora’s discussion of his 
attributes. This sense of expectation is fulfilled and Ethel is shown as stimulated and 
excited by Norman’s company, the knowledge that he is attracted to her and the sense 
of power that he exudes which is ‘always attractive to women’ (p. 105, vol. 2). 
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Ethel’s awareness of Norman’s feelings has a distinctly physical as well as emotional 
impact, making ‘her cheeks tingle with maidenly shame’ (p. 117, vol. 2). Ethel 
undergoes a transformation inspired by the flattery and attention she receives: ‘there 
was no doubt he was attracted by her - by her, plain, awkward Ethel! Such a 
perception assuredly never gave so much pleasure to a beauty as it did to Ethel, who 
had always believed herself far less good-looking than she really was’ (p. 117, vol. 2). 
This is an unexpected comment from the narrator as the reader has consistently been 
told of Ethel’s unattractive face and figure and she has previously been described as a 
‘thin, lank, angular, sallow girl’ (p. 3, vol. 1) and ‘not at all like either of the four 
sisters…brown, sallow, and with that sharp long nose’ (p. 261, vol. 1). Such a change 
in Ethel suggests that her harum-sacrum ways are being brought under control and 
that a new, more womanly Ethel is emerging; Ethel appears to be approaching a more 
adult phase of life and the transfer of her passion from her father to Norman Ogilvie 
seems imminent. Ethel’s development is focalised through her worldly sister Flora 
who looks on with ‘amusement and [pleasure]’ at the ‘softening’ of Ethel and who 
notes what a ‘capital connection’ Ethel’s relationship with Norman constitutes (p. 
109, vol. 2).  
 
Dr May’s arrival in Oxford represents the end of Ethel’s flirtation. His arrival elicits 
from Ethel an outpouring of guilt and shame over her feelings for Norman, which at 
this point in the narrative are presented as a near betrayal of the vows Ethel has made 
to remain always with her father. Ethel’s guilt is initially aroused when she feels 
annoyed that her father is monopolising her and preventing opportunities for her to 
spend time with Norman. Reflecting on these feelings Ethel berates herself for her 
unkindness, lack of gratitude and undutiful feelings towards her father (p. 117, vol. 
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2); she recalls the resolution she has made and tempts herself with thoughts of 
breaking it: ‘that resolution came before her, but it had been unspoken; it could not be 
binding, and, if her notion were really right, the misty brilliant future of mutual joy 
dazzled her!’ (p. 117, vol. 2). But thoughts of her lonely widowed father and invalid 
sister revive Ethel’s sense of duty and resolution and she leaves Oxford to return 
home with her father. 
 
The text does not represent Ethel’s decision simply; the reaction of Ethel’s sister 
Flora clearly indicates it as childish, slightly affected and ridiculous: ‘you are as bad 
as the children at the infant school, crying to go home the instant they see their 
mothers!’ (p.119, vol. 2). Conversation between Flora and Ethel draws attention to the 
sexual fear that is hidden in Ethel’s determination to be dutiful:  
Flora…said, ‘My dear never mind, it will all come right again – 
only, don’t run away.’ 
‘What will come right?’ 
‘Any little misunderstanding with Norman Ogilvie.’ 
‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Ethel, becoming scarlet. 
‘My dear, you need not try to hide it. I see that you have got into a 
fright. You have made a discovery, but that is no reason for running 
away.’ 
‘Yes it is!’ said Ethel firmly, not denying the charge, though 
reddening more than ever at finding her impression confirmed. 
‘Poor child! She is afraid!’ said Flora tenderly; ‘but I will take care 
of you, Ethel. It is everything delightful’. (p. 119, vol. 2) 
 
Ethel however, cannot be swayed, only repeating to Flora the words ‘it will be safer’ 
(p. 211, vol. 2). 
 
The text conveys a sense of loss and finality about Ethel’s choice; in the noise and 
bustle at the station she misses the exact final words Norman says to her catching 
only snatches; ‘never forgetting’ and ‘happiest week’, and finally only the banal 
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‘Goodbye; I hope you will find letters at home’ (p. 126, vol. 2), indicative of the 
polite yet sterile life to which she is returning. The first words of the next chapter 
confirm this impression: ‘Etheldred’s dream was over’ (p. 127, vol. 2). Ethel is 
depicted as successfully sublimating her own awakening sexuality in sacrificial 
devotion to ‘duty’. Her inability to confront the full sexual expression of adult 
womanhood consigns her to a half-life of domestic servitude, her future lonely and 
celibate stretching endlessly before her. At twenty Ethel has resigned herself to the 
thankless role of the ‘unmarried woman’, knowing with precocious wisdom that she 
will never be first in affection or attention with anyone. Ethel’s choice to put duty 
before romance is represented to the reader as a sacrifice but in the context of the 
whole novel it is also represented as the right choice, in particular as it is contrasted 
with Flora’s disastrous decision to marry for money. Flora is depicted as so absorbed 
in her husband’s political work that she neglects her baby and allows her to be 
overdosed with laudanum by her nurse. The fact that it is Flora who tries to persuade 
Ethel to remain in Oxford and continue her relationship with Norman Ogilvie aligns 
this option with the worldly, materialistic and ungodly life Flora leads. As discussed 
in detail in the previous chapter, self-control, self-sacrifice, and selflessness are the 
ideals of Victorian womanliness (Nelson 1991, p. 2) and ultimately the novel asserts 
these values over personal fulfillment, leaving Ethel, like Ellen Montgomery (The 
Wide, Wide World) effaced, living vicariously through an adult man and unable 
therefore to achieve true adulthood. The Daisy Chain, like Touching Earth Lightly 
gestures towards the maturation and development of the adolescent but 
simultaneously undermines the significance of those gestures, miring the female 
characters in similarly safe, sexless, conformist states of being. 
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It is apparent that traces of the Victorian view ‘that childhood was…a separate stage 
in life’ (Cunningham 1995, p. 61) are still evident in young adult fiction written in the 
1990s, despite a perception that barriers between children and adults have been 
eroded in the second half of the twentieth century (Cunningham 1995, p. 164). There 
are a variety of reasons for the continued conception of childhood and adulthood as 
separate states including the definition of childhood in opposition to adulthood: 
conceptualising childhood as a series of essential biological stages and setting norms 
of behaviour and physical development within these categories; and by assuming that 
children and adolescents are more alike to others in their age categories than they are 
unlike to them as individuals. Whether the boundary between the two states is clearly 
signalled or not, adolescents in both periods are represented in fiction as having 
extreme difficulty making the transition from dependent child to autonomous adult. 
 257
Conclusion 
 
The question posed in the introduction of this thesis was, ‘how Victorian is late 
twentieth century young adult fiction?’ Considering the explorations of the 
intervening chapters my answer is that fictional representations of childhood, while 
reflecting the changes that have occurred in the lives of real children, have retained 
many of the values regarding childhood that are present in Victorian fiction. Mitzi 
Myers comments that contextualising the work of Georgian period author Maria 
Edgeworth, revealed ‘ patterns that continue to shape writing for children despite the 
surface difference’ (1992, p. 133). I would agree with Myers that there are patterns in 
the specific representations of children that I have looked at in this thesis that have 
continued to inform the construction of childhood, throughout the Victorian period 
and into the present day  
 
In the five areas of fictional representation explored in this thesis, certain patterns that 
are present in the Victorian novels re-emerge or continue to shape constructions of 
fictional childhoods in recent fiction, despite overt differences in novelistic themes 
and foci. Innocence is a central component of Victorian representations of childhood, 
since even those novels that incorporate Evangelical elements, such as The Wide, 
Wide World and Elsie Dinsmore, construct characters that are free of blemish. Novels 
such as Holiday House, which overtly espouse the idea that each individual is born in 
sin, nevertheless portray children as guileless, and in this case the children are 
represented as possessing high moral standards even though they may be naughty. 
The modern fictional representations of children and adolescents reviewed in this 
thesis do not overtly represent innocence as a quality possessed by the young. 
However, texts such as Melvin Burgess’s Junk and John Marsden’s Dear Miffy, 
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which show characters living sordid or degraded lives, also acknowledge the lost 
innocence that such lives evoke. Rather than signalling wickedness in a child, lost 
innocence in modern fiction can indicate vulnerability, in a circular argument where 
the most unworldly, least hardened and most ingenuous children are also most likely 
to lose their innocence through adult abuse or neglect; Tar (Junk) is just such a 
character. The meaning or definition of innocence has certainly changed between the 
two periods; piety was a very common feature of Victorian representations of 
innocent children (with some exceptions such as Ceddie Errol, who while innocent in 
the extreme is also quite irreligious). Texts from the 1990s rarely depict 
conventionally pious children, but many retain a degree of spirituality often expressed 
as an affinity with nature. Lyra (Northern Lights) possesses something of this almost 
mystical quality; she is aligned with the natural world through her close relationship 
with Iorek the bear and able to see the world, as evidenced by her reading of the 
alethiometer, with the same ‘unfallen way of perce[ption]’ through which Ceddie was 
represented, in the previous century, as seeing his grandfather (Fiedler 1960, p. 274). 
 
Sexual experience is unconscionable in connection with the Victorian ideal of 
childish innocence, yet for twentieth century fictional children sexual experience does 
not conclusively negate innocence. The banality of some representations of sexual 
behaviour such as the first experience of sexual intercourse for Ellie and Lee in The 
Dead of the Night mitigate any suggestion that these young people are sexually 
promiscuous. Even Janey (Touching Earth Lightly) who has a prodigious sexual 
appetite and enjoys her experiences, is shielded by the representation of her as 
vulnerable and as a victim, factors which undermine the image of Janey as a young 
woman exercising agency, but, rather, position the reader to see her sexual behaviour 
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as an unfortunate consequence of her out-of-control physicality. Representations of 
sexuality have undergone great change from the Victorian era to our own but it is the 
meaning and importance of sexual experience that has changed rather than 
representations of childhood. 
 
Leslie Fiedler, writing in 1960, commented that contemporary authors were reluctant 
to ‘portray the child as an actual sinner’ despite the fact that it was ‘no longer possible 
to postulate [the child’s] innocence as absolute’ (pp. 280-281). This continues to be a 
fairly accurate summation of the way children are represented in young adult fiction. 
Very rarely in this genre are children depicted as actually evil in the manner of Rhoda 
Penmark in William March’s The Bad Seed (1954). Non-innocent behaviour such as 
violence is not condoned in the modern novels considered in this thesis; however 
when children perpetrate violence it is usually depicted as a last resort and a response 
to adult provocation. Generally, in the young adult fiction of the 1990s I have 
examined, lack of innocence is represented as lost innocence and indicates a negative 
construction of adulthood rather than reflecting badly on childhood. That innocence is 
still deeply valued in association with childhood is revealed by the representation of 
child characters who are overtly not innocent but who nevertheless retain an innocent 
‘inner’ or real child self that is impervious to adult contamination. Tar (Junk) in 
particular is constructed according to this model. The definition of innocence may 
have broadened to include sexuality and other behaviours not acceptable to the 
Victorians, yet it continues to be included in constructions of childhood, and fictional 
children still stand as symbols of innocence in contrast to a corrupt adulthood. 
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Children continue to be represented in fiction as capable of delivering society from a 
variety of catastrophes and disasters. Recent saviours are not overtly depicted as 
innocent but innocence is obliquely implied through their ability to bring deliverance 
in situations where adults have caused problems. That from which these characters 
redeem society has certainly changed since the Victorian period; no longer are 
individuals redeemed, such as Ceddie’s grandfather (Little Lord Fauntleroy), but, 
rather, children are represented saving whole societies and communities, as do Lyra 
and Will in the His Dark Materials trilogy and the Misfits in The Obernewtyn 
Chronicles. Redeemers in fiction from the 1990s no longer function as religious 
exemplars, as do Jessica (Jessica’s First Prayer) and Jim Lawrence (Reuben 
Touchett’s Granddaughter). Yet in both eras fictional children offer deliverance 
where adults cannot, because they are constructed as possessing qualities peculiar to 
children and unavailable to adults.  
 
Fictional children from both eras are still represented as subject to, and constructed by 
disciplinary forces. The gender specific systems of training, punishment and reward 
that are shown to shape Ellen Montgomery (The Wide, Wide World) and Ethel May 
(The Daisy Chain) and designed to inculcate angelhood, have not disappeared in the 
twentieth century. Web and Aurora (Killing Aurora) are both represented as suffering 
because of their rejection and/or failure to reach ideals of femininity perpetuated by 
discoursal norms. Killing Aurora depicts the girls ultimately rejecting conformity to 
these feminine ideals. However, even through their rejection and resistance Web and 
Aurora still experience the impact of such ideals. The internalised, self-imposed 
disciplinary forces of piety and conscience, that kept Elsie Dinsmore and Ellen 
Montgomery on the straight and narrow of Victorian propriety, re-emerge in the 
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characters of self punishing adolescents represented in late twentieth century novels 
such as Shoovy Jed, Killing Aurora and Secrets. Victorian child characters that failed 
to conform to norms or ideals are depicted as being punished for these failures. Eric 
Williams (Eric; or, Little by Little) and Judy Woolcot (Seven Little Australians) are 
both assassinated by their authors for their inability to achieve the ideals of Victorian 
manhood and womanhood respectively. Similarly brutally punished for transgressing 
norms of adolescent behaviour are Tony (Dear Miffy) and Janey (Touching Earth 
Lightly).  
 
There are distinct and significant changes from the Victorian period to the present day 
in the representation of who is to blame for the transgressions of the adolescent 
characters. Novels from the nineteenth century hold individuals responsible for their 
own actions; no matter how dire their circumstances, no provocation is great enough 
to warrant dishonesty, laziness or any form of disobedience. Suffering is frequently 
represented, as in What Katy Did, as an opportunity sent by God for self-
improvement. Late twentieth century novels, such as Dear Miffy, Care Factor Zero 
and Junk move responsibility for transgression from the adolescent characters to adult 
society and highlight society’s failure to care for young people. Despite this it is still 
the teenage characters that bear the punishment for the sins of their parents and adults 
generally. 
 
Childhood in modern texts may no longer be depicted as a garden of delight in fiction, 
but the separation of child and adult that began with Rousseau’s theories, and 
Evangelical ideas of childrearing, persists in fictional representations, albeit for 
different reasons. The status of fictional parents and adults is generally lower in 
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modern novels than it is in the Victorian texts, and adult-free fictional worlds are far 
more common today than in the nineteenth century where parents or adults were often 
loved mentors, as John and Alice Humphreys are to Ellen Montgomery, Mr Rose to 
Eric and Cousin Helen to Katy. Modern novels that focus on child-adult relations 
often depict these negatively, such as Killing Aurora and Sleeping Dogs. Narratives 
from both periods may, on one level, represent characters undergoing experiences that 
cause them to mature and move towards adulthood, yet, simultaneously, undermine 
these representations and leave characters trapped in limbo between childhood and 
adulthood. This occurs in both The Daisy Chain and Touching Earth Lightly amongst 
others. It can also be seen in fiction from both periods that many texts rely on 
establishing a difference between children and adults for their narratives to have 
meaning; in particular the bildungsroman and stories of redemption feature this 
differentiated representation of childhood and adulthood. 
 
The social changes listed by Hendrick which I referred to in the introduction to this 
thesis have profoundly affected the lives of real children and the daily circumstances 
of Western children of all classes over the past one hundred years or so. 
Contemporary children are educated, dressed, receive medical treatment and have 
legal rights very different from their Victorian counterparts. These real life changes 
have seeped into literary representations, but not to such an extent that they have 
obliterated the Victorian origins of the modern fictional child. The process of adults 
writing about childhood is unique in the world of literary creation. Unlike completely 
fabricated work with no basis in the author’s life, all authors have been children, and 
must surely reference their own childhoods, either to reject or incorporate them in 
textual representations. An act of literary creation that begins with the evocation of 
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memories will often be tied to nostalgic visions; and such constant referral to the past 
hinders change in literary representations of children. Childhood is a construct 
affected by social change but also informed by strongly held values that slow down 
the rate of change, particularly in textual representations where values are less 
vulnerable and easily compromised than in real life. Perhaps Alison James and Alan 
Prout’s comment on the alteration of childhood through time best captures this idea of 
surface variation linked with less mutable submerged values: ‘[c]oncepts of childhood 
– and their attendant practices, beliefs and expectations about children – are shown to 
be neither timeless nor universal but, instead, rooted in the past and reshaped in the 
present’ (1997a, p. 232). 
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